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Abstract
Kidd Houze, Shea. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. December 2014. “Knowing
when to do it, when not to do it, and who to do it around”: Experiences of racial identity
negotiation in college. Major Professor: Alison A. Happel, Ph.D.
The purpose of the study was to critique the campus ecological characteristics in
relation to Black student experiences of negotiating racial identity at a large metropolitan
university in the mid-south. Using Critical Race Theory (CRT) as the macro theoretical
lens and narrative inquiry as the methodology, the study elicited counternarratives that
focused on racial identity development, perceptions of the campus climate and
experiences of negotiating identity. The study employed purposeful sampling to select
nine participants who identified as Black or African American. Each participant engaged
in a semi-structured interview that ranged from one to three hours in length.
Based on thematic analysis, I identified four themes that represented repetitive
patterns in the data. While the themes help to organize the data they were not meant to
be generalizable across all nine interviews. Furthermore, I chose to represent the data in
the form of extended quotations in order to lessen the decontextualization often
associated with coding and thematic analysis. The themes included (a) “Being an African
American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when
everything is Black”: Detachment from and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in
the middle”: Navigating biculturalism; and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”:
Division within the campus environment.
The themes represent students’ lived experiences of navigating racial identity
which often equated to aligning with mainstream ideals while distancing themselves from
values within their communities. This double conscious paradigm often caused anxiety
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as students fluctuated from positions of exclusivity and inclusivity. Given the themes
associated with the study, conclusions, recommendations, and directions for future
research involve strategies for creating more inclusive spaces on college campuses and
beyond.
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Chapter 1
Introduction and Background of the Problem
The city of Middleburg and Middle Southern University1 share a rich history
regarding race. Shortly after relocating to Middleburg, I quickly experienced the
celebration of diversity as well as the racial tensions and polarizations that exist in the
communities of both the city and the university within it. These tensions were most
visible on the MSU campus through self-segregation in common areas such as dining
halls and outdoor gathering spaces.
In particular, I distinctly remember interacting with a fellow student affairs
practitioner who questioned why Black students frequently congregated on the steps of
the student center. In her eyes (and the lens of many administrators), their gathering space
created an issue regarding the perception of the university. Given that Black students
gravitated to the entrance of the hub of campus, she feared that White prospective
students would view this negatively. As we walked through the space, we engaged in a
discussion about this “problem” and she inquired about what the university should do in
order to fix it. We then engaged in dialogue regarding the university’s responsibility in
cultivating a positive campus climate and civility for all students, particularly minority
students. During this conversation and subsequent discussions, I began to question
whether this “problem” had more to do with those who took issue with the congregation
than the perceived culprits. Perhaps the issue was deeper than that—one that had more to
do with societal expectations and how those rules influence Black identity.

1

Pseudonyms will be used throughout the document in order to maintain
confidentiality and anonymity.
1

That initial conversation served as a catalyst for how I thought about African
American student experiences. What at the time seemed simplistic led to further
discussions regarding campus administrators, policies, students, prospective students and
families, and how each of these add to minority students’ perceptions of the campus
culture. In fact, based on this conversation and subsequent encounters with students, it
became apparent that these students’ stories were often overlooked, and if there was
interest, it was generally based on negative characteristics that were labeled as problems
or “at risk.” This then propelled my interest in racial identity negotiation within the
college campus setting.
In addition to curiosity in the topic, I have spent the majority of my life in the
pursuit of racial equality and social justice. As a child, I spent my summers walking the
halls of the NAACP field office in Jackson, Mississippi. As a frontline champion for the
Civil Rights Movement, my grandmother was Medgar Evers’s (the then Field Secretary
for the NAACP) assistant and worked there long after he was assassinated. Having spent
much of her life fighting for the rights of historically marginalized people in Mississippi,
she exposed me to the intricacies of social justice work. As a result, I was born into a
family who valued equality for all people and worked tirelessly to cultivate my awareness
of the “isms” that plague our society.
Over time, this upbringing coupled, with life experiences and nearly a decade in
the student affairs profession, prompted a curiosity regarding positions of power,
particularly as they related to race, and led to my decision to study the complexities of
race in higher education. While the history of race relations has certainly improved since
the Jim Crow era, modern day racism is hidden in systems and power dynamics (Hill
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Collins, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1998; McIntosh, 1988; Tatum, 1997). Harding (1986)
conceptualized this systemic racism as a trichotomy, which included institutional,
symbolic, and individual oppression.
Levels of Oppression
The first dimension, institutional oppression, refers to policies, practices and
expectations within institutions such as educational settings, businesses, healthcare
facilities, local, state, and federal government, and the workplace (Comeaux &
Jayakumar; 2007; Hill Collins, 2003; Hughes, 2014). An example of this covert issue
rests within the educational system in the United States. A major issue within the K-12
system is a result of “White flight.” Because access to many schools in the United States
is based, in large part, on neighborhoods and neighborhoods remain racially segregated,
this dynamic is one that feeds into the systemic nature of institutional racism (Cameaux
& Jayakumar, 2007; Hughes, 2014). Furthermore, since schools that are identified as
“good” are also demographically White, this poses a problem and perpetuates issues
related to inequity in education (Hughes, 2014).
In addition to racial demographics, Ladson-Billings (1998) noted that the absence
of race in pedagogy and academic strategic planning further disenfranchises African
Americans and called for more intentionality as it relates to exposing systemic racism.
Comeaux and Jayakumar (2007) concurred when they stated, “A more thorough
understanding of institutional racism can be found only when issues of race and racism in
American society are given full consideration” (p. 97). Given the emphasis on education
in this study, the discussion of this dimension of oppression is particularly apropos.
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Secondly, symbolic oppression includes societal thought processes and ideologies
that reinforce and maintain systems of supremacy and subordination (Hill Collins, 2003).
Examples of this can include the images that come to mind when thinking about the
racial categories of White versus Black or the gender categories of man versus woman.
These often stereotypical images carry with them the binary of power versus oppression.
Further, this form of oppression reveals polarized generalizations that illustrate the
symbolic nature of racism and its role in reinforcing hegemony (Hill Collins, 2003).
The third dimension, individual oppression, reflects the idea that each of us
contributes to racism and oppression. This form of oppression is based on personal
ideology shaped by our position in society and experiences with race and oppression.
Hill Collins (2003) noted, “While a piece of the oppressor may be planted deep within
each of us, we each have a choice of accepting that piece or challenging it as part of the
‘true focus of revolutionary change’” (p. 340). Similar to Hill Collins’s urging, this study
seeks to challenge the current state of racial oppression in order to incite change in higher
education. Harding’s (1986) multifaceted framework regarding institutional, symbolic,
and personal oppression further illustrates how racism is interwoven in every aspect of
our lives, whether it is through institutions, thought-processes, or personal ideologies that
interact, maintain and facilitate oppression.
Often intangible, institutional, symbolic, and individual oppression represent a
covert problem that is difficult to identify and eradicate. Furthermore, the oppressive
nature of systemic racism works against those who are historically marginalized through
silencing and deficit discourse (Cabera, 2014; Ortiz & Jani, 2010; Park, 2005; Solórzano
& Yosso, 2001b). Given these issues, this study is important due to its desire to offer a
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counternarrative that elicits stories that represent microcosmic experiences and
opportunities for transferability to institutions of higher education across the country.
Theoretical Framework
The previous section outlined the context and background, personal experiences, and
knowledge regarding this subject. These aspects color my worldview, thus influencing
my theoretical orientation. As a qualitative researcher, the term, theory, takes on a
different meaning than traditional definitions. For the purpose of this study, the uses of
macro theory (the overarching paradigm) and micro theories (discipline-specific theories)
will be used to examine college student racial identity. Because there is not a “one size
fits all” identity development theory, my lens takes on a more eclectic approach that is
shaped by individual experiences.
Serving as the macro theory and overall lens, critical race theory (CRT) and the
premise of double-consciousness were employed to make meaning of identity negotiation
among college students. Informed by the scholarship of Ladson-Billings (1998, 2003,
2005), Solórzano and Yosso (2001b), and Du Bois (1903), CRT examines racial power
structures specifically as they relate to the educational setting. One important precept of
CRT is the desire to confront power imbalances (De Cuir-Gunsby, 2007; Delgado &
Stefanic, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2005). This means that CRT looks at binaries,
which are privileged versus non-privileged groups and seeks to equalize the dominant
and marginalized group. In addition to CRT as the macro theory, the micro theories
employed include Cross’s model of Nigrescence (1971/1991), which provides a stage
model for Black identity development and ecological philosophies offered by Strange and
Banning (2001). This framework is described in detail in Chapter 2.
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The combination of CRT with the aforementioned micro theories provide a
comprehensive exploration of student development in college. Since the research topic is
related to identity development in African American college students, the breadth of
student development theories provides a substantial platform for describing student
development from both a racial and general standpoint. An understanding of each of
these is particularly important in understanding the general progression of individuals
throughout the college experience (Carter, 2007; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Torres,
Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2003). Additionally, these theories provide student affairs
practitioners with direction regarding program implementation, planning, and assessment.
The incorporation of CRT provides an additional layer through which each of
these models is viewed. Instead of taking these models at face value, CRT exposes
power imbalances and validates the storytelling of groups often driven and confined to
the margins of society. This theoretical orientation offers a unique perspective because so
often African American students’ stories are generalized or silenced because they do not
fit within the metanarrative (Pittman, 2012; Solórzano & Yosso, 2009, 2001a, 2001b).
Using CRT, individual stories provide transferability while speaking to larger issues
within society. Given the context and background of the problem and the desire to
illuminate individual experiences related to racial identity, the synthesis of these theories
work in concert to understand African American identity in college.
Since African American students (and minorities in general) tend to persist at a
lower rate than their White counterparts, this project has the potential to be a changeagent for enhancing retention and graduation rates among this racial demographic.
Furthermore, the heightened awareness of the relationship between campus climate and
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African American retention can assist in making the campus more welcoming to
marginalized groups. The body of research discussed in this section, then, affirms the
role that inclusive campus environments play in retaining marginalized students, thus
contributing to the curricular and co-curricular experience as a whole (Harper & Hurtado,
2007; O’Keeffe, 2013; Scholossberg, 1989; Strange & Banning, 2001).
The study draws on the work of a number of scholars whose research focused
primarily on student perceptions and persistence (Astin 1993; Pascerella, 1996;
Schlossberg, Lynch, & Chickering, 1989; Tinto, 1986). Many retention plans focus
primarily on academic preparation, and while this cannot be ignored, a student’s
perception of how she or he fits into the university setting is vital to her or his overall
success. According to Tinto (1986), social integration can play a role in a student’s
decision to withdraw if the institution’s social structure is incongruent with the student’s.
Reaffirming this point, Schlossberg et al. (1989) and Strange and Banning (2001)
asserted that students who feel marginalized often have a difficult time transitioning into
a university setting. This person-environment fit is presumed to encourage student
success. Further, Pascerella (1996) and Astin (1993) noted that engaging in experiences
that heighten cultural awareness have significant effects on first year students’ openness
to diversity and outcomes regarding student engagement. Indeed, the literature indicates
that opportunities to engage with diverse populations can be a powerful way to foster
identity development, learning, and appreciation of cultural differences (Flowers, 2004;
Guiffrida & Douhit, 2010; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Howard-Hamilton, 2000; HowardHamilton, Cuyet, & Cooper, 2011).
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In addition to literature affirming interactions with diverse populations, there is a
body of research that affirms same-race interactions (Carter, 2007; Cross, 1971; Cross,
1991; Daniel-Tatum, 1997; Harper & Nichols, 2008; Smith, Yosso, and Solórzano,
2007). According to this research, a student’s identity development and sense of
Blackness is enhanced by engagement in race-centered organizations such as Black
Greek-letter organizations (BGLO) and Black student associations. Racial identity is also
affirmed by informal engagement in counterspaces such as multicultural affairs offices
(Carter, 2007; Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998; Tatum, 1995). In addition to these, Black
students often build community with other Black students based on feelings of
marginalization. Cross’s (1971/1991) model of Nigrescence described these examples as
the “immersion/emersion” phase where individuals experience a defining moment of
Blackness. During this stage they experience positive self-esteem by immersing
themselves in Black culture. It is through this phase that they emerge to become
appreciative of what it means to be Black in a diverse society. Cross’s (1971/1991)
work and related literature about same-race interactions complement the previously
mentioned work regarding person-environment fit and student engagement. These are
further explored in the literature review in Chapter 2.
Statement of the Problem
Given the background of the problem, the context, and theoretical orientation, the
purpose of the study is the critique the campus ecological characteristics in relation to
Black student experiences of negotiating racial identity at a large metropolitan university
in the mid-south. With the purpose in mind, the following research questions will be
used to guide the study:

8

1. What are students’ perceptions of racial identity at a large metropolitan university
in the mid-south?
2. What are students’ perceptions of campus ecological characteristics?
3. How do students negotiate racial identity within these campus ecological
characteristics?
As stated previously, the study will employ critical race theory (CRT) as the a
priori lens to view experiences of inclusivity and exclusivity. The primary critical race
theorists used for the purpose of this study include Ladson-Billings (1998, 2003, 2005),
Solórzano and Yosso (2001b), and Du Bois (1903). This is due, in large part, to their
focus on racial power structures within education. Philosophically, CRT focuses on
power structures in society as they relate to race. A salient prong presented in CRT is the
idea that W.E.B. Du Bois coined, “double-consciousness,” which enables individuals to
see and understand positions of inclusivity and exclusivity (Ladson-Billings, 2003). As a
result of the nature of research questions and the desire to critique the racial binaries, this
theoretical perspective aligns with the goals of the project. A prominent tenet of CRT is
its use of storytelling to convey lived experiences. This is reflected in methodological
choices.
Methodology is the rationale for the researcher’s choices during the data
collection phase of the research process (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Crotty, 1998; Esterberg,
2002). Since the theoretical perspective directly influences the methodology, and a goal
of CRT is to focus on individuals’ stories, narrative inquiry will serve as the rationale for
data collection. Specifically, the method used included nine semi-structured narrative
interviews. I relied heavily on narratives and personal stories particularly because CRT

9

privileges storytelling and counterstories, giving voice to those who have been
traditionally marginalized and silenced (Harper, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2003, 2005,
2011; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001a, 2009).
Site Selection
The selected site is Middle Southern University. The geographic region,
demographic make-up, historical context, and college atmosphere are among the reasons
that the location worked well for the study. Through purposeful sampling, I also
identified African American undergraduate college students who met the set criteria that
are outlined in Chapter 3.
Significance of the Study
Based on the previously provided overview, we know that students persist at
higher rates when they feel a part of a larger community (Astin, 1993; Harper & Hurtado,
2007; O’Keefe, 2013; Pascerella, 1996; Schlossberg et al., 1989; Tinto, 1986).
Engagement in co-curricular experiences such as student organizations, undergraduate
research, internships, service-learning projects are examples of such community-building
(Dugan & Komives, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Additionally, we know that
there are benefits for students who network with same-race peers regarding identity
development and college persistence (Carter, 2007; Patton, Flowers, & Bridges, 2011;
Tatum, 1997). Conversely, research reveals that students who feel marginalized persist
at significantly lower rates than their dominant counterparts (Franklin, Boyd-Franklin, &
Kelly, 2006; Nadal, Wong, Griffin, Davidoff, & Sriken, 2014).
While there is a significant amount of literature regarding factors related to
student persistence, the research tends to generalize the factors and experiences of
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students. Additionally, although literature exists about college accessibility and servicing
the “at-risk” population, there is little research about African American students’ specific
counterstories regarding experiences of inclusivity and exclusivity in the college setting.
This study contributes to the literature because it critiques the campus ecological
factors as they relate to these students. In an effort to expose the effects of the
White/Black binary, the study gives voice to students whose stories have not been heard
traditionally. Literature exists about the role that campus ecology plays in students’
experiences (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Solórzano, Ceja, Yosso, 2000; Strange &
Banning, 2001) and there is a significant amount of research regarding the importance of
inclusion and access to higher education (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Yosso,
Parker, Solórzano, & Lynn, 2004), but there is little research about the personal accounts
of the role that campus climate plays in shaping racial identity. This research, then,
bridges the gap in the two topics and provides implications and recommendations for
student affairs practice including orientation programming, cultural competence training,
retention practices, hiring practices, curriculum adjustments, and space (both physical
and virtual).
Definition of Terms
Throughout the dissertation, various theoretical terminologies related to critical
race theory are utilized. This section provides brief definitions in order to operationalize
how these are used in the document.
Biculturalism: The ability to seamlessly transition from one culture to another
CRT: Abbreviation for Critical Race Theory
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Campus Ecology: The study of the aspects that account for the climate of an institution
of higher education
Counterstory/Counternarrative: A story not often highlighted in dominant discourse
Deficit Discourse: An explanation of marginalized populations that results from negative
characterizations of the individuals’ racial demographic or background instead of
systemic oppression
Double-consciousness: The ability to exist in positions of inclusivity and exclusivity
Metanarrative: A belief system or thought-pattern widely held by society
Microagression: Covert operatives of oppression that are based on language or behaviors
Racial Hegemony: Dominance of one group over another, particularly relating to
positions of power versus positions of oppression
White/Black Binary: A polarized power dynamic representative of positions of
oppression and privilege
Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 has provided an overview of the purpose of the study including
background information and context, a brief overview of the theoretical framework, the
statement of the problem, and an outline of the research design. The remainder of the
document provides an in-depth explanation of the topics discussed in Chapter 1.
Specifically, Chapter 2 expounds on the theoretical framework and literature review. It
begins from a general overview of critical race theory and gradually transitions to more
specific theories related to college student development. Chapter 3 describes the use of
narrative inquiry as the methodology and semi-structured narrative interviews as the
method. Additionally, it outlines researcher subjectivities, trustworthiness, positionality,
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as well as the steps related to analysis, interpretation and representation. Chapters 4 and
5 represent the findings in the study, and Chapter 6 provides implications, conclusions,
and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2
Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
The intention of Chapter 1 was to contextualize the study by outlining its purpose,
theoretical frameworks, and research design giving special attention to the background
and context of race and racism at Middle Southern University. Additionally, it provided
a general overview of the research design and research questions. Having defined the
study’s purpose, Chapter 2 will elaborate on the theoretical framework and review of
literature that connect back to the overall goals of the study. Thus, this chapter will build
on and describe the role of critical race theory (CRT) as the macro theory, which serves
as the overall lens with which I executed the study. Next, the chapter will describe the
micro theories relevant to the study, which include Cross’s (1971/1995) model of
Nigrescence and select identity development models including Chickering and Reisser’s
(1983) theory of identity development. The chapter concludes with a review of literature.
This, then, will illuminate gaps in the literature, provide rational for the study, and
demonstrate the breadth and depth of the scholarship related to the study. The structure
of the chapter is intended to begin from global view that gradually transitions to more
specific topics within the overall study.
Macro Theory
Within qualitative research, theories take on multiple meanings. In quantitative
research, theory is thought of in terms of a hypothesis or a research question where the
quantitative researcher seeks to prove or disprove the theory (Creswell, 2007; Crotty,
1998; Esterberg, 2002). Conversely, in qualitative research, theory can take on various
forms, which include macro and micro theories. Macro theories act as the overarching
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viewpoint or “lens” through which the researcher examines the phenomenon, whereas
discipline-specific theories, also called micro or mid-level theories, provide guidance for
understanding and practice (Esterberg, 2002). Within the context of this study, both
theories work in different yet important ways to analyze the data and illuminate concepts
related to the research questions.
Since the macro theory shapes the overall research design, this section begins
with an overview of CRT, outlines its key players, and its application to the study and the
student affairs profession in general. The macro theory is an overarching philosophy that
guides the methodology and is not confined to a particular discipline (Esterberg, 2002).
Rather, it is situated within a particular epistemic stance, or way of making meaning.
Since CRT is the philosophy through which I viewed the study, it is important to discuss
this macro theory, its uses, and how it was employed in this study.
In an effort to provide historical context, it is important to first explain the origin
of CRT. Critical race theory was constructed as a continuation of critical legal thought
and sought to critique the progression of race equality in America (Delgado & Stefanic,
2011; Harper et al., 2009; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). While the Civil Rights
Movement was monumental in gaining rights for people of color, the new class of
theorists sought to conquer the covert, systemic issues of racism. In their desire to
facilitate racial social justice, CRT pioneers engaged in a paradigm shift that involved
action, involvement, and empowerment of individuals who had been pushed to the
margins of society (Delgado & Stefanic, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Ladson-Billings &
Tate, 1995).
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Critical race theory draws on the work of a number of individuals including
Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, W.E.B. Du Bois, Cesar Chavez, Martin Luther
King, Jr., as well as the Black Power, feminist and Chicano movements of the sixties and
seventies (Delgado & Stefanic, 2011). Most directly, Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman are
generally credited as the initial key players in the development of critical race theory and
were later joined by a host of scholars, including Kimberlé Crenshaw, Gloria LadsonBillings, Angela Harris, Charles Lawrence, Mari Matsuda, and Patricia Williams
(Delgado & Stefanic, 2011). Over the course of the theory’s development, multiple ideas
converged to examine racial power structures and through those discussions,
observations, and analyses, CRT was formed.
Philosophically, CRT focuses on systemic power structures that exist in
institutions such as schools, the workplace, and government as they relate to race. Within
the theoretical underpinnings of critical race theory rests a desire to both expose
inequality and advocate for social change. This is a notable divergence from critical legal
study, as pioneers of CRT endeavored to move away from a slow and steady march to
freedom toward action-orientated change (Delgado & Stefanic, 2011; Ladson-Billings,
2003; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Another salient concept present in CRT is the idea
that W.E. B. Du Bois coined, “double-consciousness,” which enables individuals to see
and understand positions of inclusivity and exclusivity (Ladson-Billings, 2003). While
various iterations and interpretations of CRT exist, most agree on the theory’s following
basic tenets.
The first basic principal of critical race theory is that racism is endemic to US
society. This means that oppression is something that many, if not most, people of color
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experience on a regular basis (Delgado & Stefanic, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2003, 2005,
2011; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001a, 2009). It also means
that it is a commonplace social construction where society has created labels to
distinguish the dominant racial group from subservient groups. Paradoxically, LadsonBillings (2003) noted that there are more variations within racial groups than there are
when comparing the entire group to another group. These labels, however, propagate the
notion that these groups are significantly and innately different from the dominant group,
thus reinforcing racial hegemony. CRT seeks to expose this form of institutional racism
because it is difficult to see, and therefore, difficult to eradicate.
The second tenet is that CRT uses storytelling and counter storytelling as method
of sharing experiences of racism. Often times, those who have experienced racism are
silenced due to both perceptions and realities of marginalization. As Delgado and Stefani
(2011) noted, the centering of stories often empowers those who might have been
silenced previously. Additionally, this style of sharing overtly discusses experiences with
race and racism within society.
The third tenet involves a critique of liberalism or the concept of
“colorblindness,” and it seeks to expose White privilege and disadvantages that are often
ignored by this premise (Hiraldo, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2005; Patton, McEwen,
Rendon, & Howard-Hamilton; 2007). While often not intended to be malicious, those
claiming to be colorblind also disregard individual identities and systemic inequity, thus
hiding White privilege. The tenets, including race as social construction, storytelling, and
the critique of liberalism, provide the backbone of the theory, and encourage higher
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education practitioners to look at popular identity development models and widely held
beliefs (also known as the metanarrative) differently (Patton et al., 2007).
As discussed previously, the macro theoretical perspective is a mechanism for
understanding a phenomenon and guides the mechanics of the qualitative research design.
It is through macro theories such as critical race theory that enable us to proceed in action
and advocacy oriented approaches. Thus, this theoretical lens offers a more robust
approach to identity than traditional identity development stage theories that will be
discussed later in this chapter. Having outlined the historical overview and basic tenets,
the section that follows focuses on the key players that will be used for this study, which
include Gloria Ladson-Billings, Daniel Solórzano, Tara Yosso, and W.E.B Du Bois.
Key players. Although the more prominent CRT key players are Bell, Freeman,
and Crenshaw, this study uses the work of Ladson-Billings (2005) because of her
application of CRT in educational settings. Her pedagogical approaches to diverse
student populations provide a framework for using CRT as a means to critique and
challenge power structures within education. When compared to other scholarship, CRT
is still in considered atheoretical within the realm of education (Hiraldo, 2010; LadsonBillings & Tate, 1995). Just under two decades ago scholars began to look use CRT as a
mechanism to critique educational institutions’ practices. Ladson-Billings’s (1998, 2005)
work emphasized the significance of the White/Black binary as for tool for understanding
other binaries related to marginalized populations. Tate (1997) supported this idea by
recounting the history of racism in the United States,
In 1786, the framers of the Constitution laid the legal groundwork for a WhiteBlack binary opposition by (a) counting Blacks as three fifths of a person, (b)
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delaying for 20 years the effective date for outlawing the slave trade, and (c)
obligating the government to uphold fugitive slave laws and to use its troops to
end Black insurrections and violence. (p. 201)
Given the history of the White/Black binary in the United States, it is important to give
attention to its role in perpetuating racial hegemony. Additionally, as Ladson-Billings
cautioned, omitting its significance in an attempt to make way for other more socially
acceptable binaries is yet another perpetuation of oppression.
Ladson-Billings (1998) also emphasized the White/Black binary because while
categorizations of race have fluctuated over time, this power dynamic has remained
relatively stable. Additionally, she noted, “while the creation of the category does not
reveal what constitutes within it, it does create for us a sense of polar opposites that posits
a cultural ranking designed to tell us who is White or, perhaps more pointedly, who is not
White” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 8). Indeed, this binary is reinforced by using White
norms as a measuring stick for idealized behaviors. CRT provides a platform to critique
this reinforcement of power within the context of education. Specifically as it relates to
pedagogy, assessment strategies, funding sources, and institutional hiring practices, CRT
can be used more specifically to illuminate inequality and systemic racism within K-12
and post-secondary education settings. Given this study’s position within education, this
particular genre of CRT complements the goals of the study.
The second key players used in this study are Solórzano and Yosso (2001b),
whose work marries CRT to higher education, further contextualizing its use in this study
that is situated within a college campus. As with Ladson-Billings (1998), they used CRT
as a mechanism that can be used to examine race as it relates to educational processes and
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systems. Specifically, Solórzano and Yosso (2001b) challenged White ideology and
deficit-based theories of education. They explained deficit discourse as an explanation
for stereotyping racial minorities’ “underperformance” in education. Additionally, these
explanations are generally broken down into the categories of genetics and culture. The
genetic explanation operates under the philosophy that minorities, particularly African
Americans’, genetic make-up accounts for disproportionate success in education. More
prominently, the metanarrative points to the proliferation of single-mother households
and Black students’ the inability to assimilate into dominant culture as the cause for
achievement gaps. These ideologies are covertly pervasive in both undergraduate and
graduate education curriculum, professional discussions, and K-12 arenas.
Differing from Ladson-Billings (1998, 2005), Yosso et al. (2004) used CRT as a
lens to critique the education system in within the setting of post-secondary education.
Additionally, in addition to curriculum and pedagogy, they examined the role of
microagressions, which are subtle forms of oppression, within the college experience.
Given the context of the study, the focus is less on curricular issues in education and
instead converges around policy and practices within academia. These include a critique
of recruitment and retention policies, campus climate, and hiring practices. As Yosso et
al. (2004) stated, “If the Supreme Court acknowledges the importance of diversity
rationale, then we must recognize that outreach, retention, financial aid, and faculty
recruitment, hiring, and retention programs are pillars for implementing diversity in
higher education” (p. 18). Ladson-Billing’s (1998, 2005) general conceptualization of
CRT in education coupled with Solórzano and Yosso’s (2001) focus on CRT in higher
education provide a comprehensive outlook on its application to this study.
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The final key player that was in this study is W.E.B. Du Bois. While Du Bois’s
work is connected to both critical theory and CRT his work regarding equalizing power
dynamics regarding race and the premise of “double consciousness” were used in this
study. While Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm, and Benjamin of the “the Frankfurt School” are
generally credited for critical theory conceptualizations, Du Bois was also a key player in
critical theory (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1996). In fact, his writings discussed the issues
of class, power, and oppression long before Frankfurt School affiliates. Specifically, he
critiqued “the racial exclusion that was being practiced, and that had been practiced, in
the name of Marxism and unionism” (Allen, 2007, p. 121). This scholarship differed
from mainstream concepts of critical theory because it shifted the focus of disparities
from class to race. As such, Du Bois’s work, particularly his concept of doubleconsciousness will provide a theoretical underpinning for this study.
Double-consciousness will be used in the study to understand college students’
experiences of Blackness. According to Du Bois (1903), double-consciousness is anxiety
associated with being internally and externally positioned within society. It is, as he
stated, “this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of
measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity”
(Du Bois, 1903, p. 9). He further explained, “one ever feels his two-ness, --an American,
a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two reconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one
dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder” (p. 9). This
dual positionality that Black students experience was explored in concert with the other
outlined tenets.
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In many ways, Du Bois’s work is just as timely now as it was in the late 1800s
and early 1900s. The progress in the United States has been slow and steady, a pace that
CRT seeks to critique. Just as Du Bois described it, many of the same issues remain
unresolved, particularly they relate to education inequality. As Du Bois (1903) stated,
“Thus, then and now, there stand in the South two separate worlds; and separate not
simply in the higher realms of social intercourse, but also in church and school, on
railway and street-car, in hotels and theatres, in streets and city sections, in books and
newspapers, in asylums and jails, in hospitals and graveyards” (p. 72). Although legally
these worlds are not as polarized as Du Bois suggested, these separate worlds manifest
themselves as positions of power and positions of oppression in covert systems that are
often harder to decipher, and as a result, harder to equalize. The synthesis of LadsonBillings’s work in education, Solórzano and Yosso’s in higher education, and Du Bois’s
idea of double consciousness provide a comprehensive description of the lens that will be
applied within this study.
Critical race theory in action. Within the context of higher education CRT has
multiple uses. Specifically, it is useful in examining admissions standards, retention
efforts, and hiring policies, “as racial subordination is among the critical factors
responsible for the continued production of radicalized disparities and opportunity gaps”
(Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009, p. 392).

Education, and more specifically higher

education, has experienced the growing pains of progress but has also regressed as it
relates to African American student access and matriculation in academia (Harper, 2009;
2012; Harper et al., 2009). This regression is most noticeably depicted in opposition to
affirmative action. Landmark anti-affirmative action cases such as Bakke and Hopwood,
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which successfully challenged race-based policies within college admission, have made it
more difficult to intentionally recruit racial minorities (Garces, 2012). This resistance is
rationalized by colorblind ideology that ignores, hides, and consequently perpetuates
White privilege.
Since CRT privileges storytelling and the use of counterstories, the use of CRT in
“analyzing higher education’s climate provides faculty, staff, and students of color a
voice to tell their narratives involving marginalized experiences” (Hiraldo, 2010, p. 54).
Additionally, the critical nature of CRT is especially helpful in improving campus
climate and cultural competence, particularly at predominately White institutions (PWI).
To simply state that diversity is a strategic goal is nothing more than giving individuals
permission to coexist and does little for institutional change (Harper, 2012; Harper et al.,
2009; Hiraldo, 2010). A CRT lens requires action in addition to rhetoric and can be used
to shape policy resulting in ecological shifts, positive perceptions of self, and ultimately
student success in college (Harper et al., 2009; Hiraldo, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1998,
2003, 2005; Patton et al., 2007; Yosso et al., 2004).
This section has conveyed the overall lens that will be used to propel the
methodology, methods, analysis, interpretation, representation, and conclusions. Given
the history, purpose, key players, and application, CRT is useful within this study that
seeks to understand how African American students negotiate racial identity. The next
section describes the micro theories that were utilized and how they worked in concert
with the macro theory to inform the study.
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Micro Theory
As explained in the previous section, the macro theory serves as the overall lens,
whereas discipline-specific theories, often referred to as micro or mid-level theories,
provide guidance for understanding and practice (Esterberg, 2002). Given the content of
the study and desire to understand identity negotiation among African American college
students, Cross’s (1971/1995) model of Nigrescence seems most appropriate in informing
the linear progression of Black identity development. Before discussing Cross’s
(1971/1995) model in-depth, it is important to acknowledge additional identity
development theories that work to holistically explain and predict student development in
African American students.
One of the most widely cited identity development theories within student affairs
work is based on the scholarship of Chickering (1969) and later Chickering and Reisser
(1993). Their most recent work is comprised of seven vectors that are used to describe
identity progression in college. These include developing competence, managing
emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence, developing mature
interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, and developing
integrity. The first two vectors, developing competence and managing emotions, address
transitional issues that students face in college such developing the ability to think
critically and rationally expressing thoughts and feelings. The next series of vectors,
particularly moving through autonomy toward interdependence and developing mature
interpersonal relationships, explain the process of learning to be independent while
relying on others. Finally, the last vectors, establishing identity, developing purpose, and
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developing integrity, address issues related social and psychosocial identities that shape a
student’s sense of purpose and moral compass.
Cultural identity development. While Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) theory is
a valuable tool in understanding undergraduate students’ experiences, it takes a relatively
general approach in describing identity. In addition to Chickering and Reisser’s (1993)
framework, the cultural identity development model was developed to explain
experiences of marginalized groups (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1979; Evans, Forney,
Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010; Sue & Sue, 2003). The cultural identity development
model consists of five stages which are explored in the paragraphs that follow.
The first stage in the model, conformity, is an initial period where the individual is
uninterested in race and aligns primarily with dominant identity and ideals. The next
stage, dissonance, is marked by an experience that opposes a White world view and
triggers and resistance to dominant cultural and heightened interest in learning the
individual’s culture. After the stage of immersion, the individual enters the stage of
introspection where they begin to cope with existing in both positions of inclusivity of
the minority culture and exclusivity of the dominant culture. Progression in these phases
then leads to synergistic articulation and awareness where the individual learns to
balance living in both worlds. Each identity development model that has been
subsequently developed (Cross, 1991; Helms, 1992; Horse, 2001; Kim, 2001) has most
directly derived from this framework.
Cross’s model of Nigrescence. Until Cross’s (1971/1995) model of
psychological Nigrescence entered the scholarly scene, African Americans and other
historically marginalized groups were essentially ignored in literature, particularly as it
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related to identity development. Due to Civil Rights legislation, Cross’s model emerged
as a timely debate where he called attention to Black identity and questioned the
universality of predominant identity development models such as Erikson’s (1959) theory
of identity development. Cross (1995) defined Nigrescence as “resocializing
experience” that represents a “transformation of a preexisting identity (a non-Afrocentric
identity) into one that is Afrocentric” (p. 97). As a result, this model illustrates the
evolution of Black individuals in a diverse society.
Cross’s (1991) model of psychological Nigrescence is undoubtedly the most
widely recognized models related to Black identity development. The stage theory
begins with pre-encounter, which is a stage where Blackness is not salient and is
followed by the encounter stage where an experience propels and individual to view his
or her race an important component to his or her identity. Next, the immersion/emersion
phase is evidenced by romanticizing Blackness through exploration and exclusion of
individuals and ideologies that are perceived to contradict Black ideals. (Depending on
the individual’s life experiences, this is sometimes the final stage in Black identity
development.) Provided circumstances and experiences encourage balancing Black
identity with existing in dominant culture, the individual experiences internalization,
which indicates regained security with identity that was lost in the immersion/emersion
phase. Finally, the internalization-commitment phase represents the individual’s comfort
level with his or her Black identity, appreciation of multiple identities, and desire to
advocate for others who have been pushed to the margins of society (Evans et al., 2010,
Torres et al., 2003).
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Nigrescence across the lifespan. In an effort to address concerns of the previous
model by developing a theory that focused on African American identity in the context of
the lifespan, Cross and Fhagen-Smith (2001), conceptualized Nigrescence into six sectors
or stages. The first sector, infancy and childhood in early Black identity, identity is based
on income, traditions, and social networks. The second sector, preadolescence is marked
specifically by parental socialization, which results in the individuals’ salience levels of
Blackness where high salience is linked to high levels of self-concept. In the third sector,
adolescence, self-concept is influenced by peers and often emerges due to criticisms of
being “too Black” or “not Black enough.” In the forth sector, early adulthood,
individuals revisit the high, low, internalization phase. Adult Nigrescence, or the fifth
sector, is where Cross’s (1991) previous model begins, with the sixth sector, Nigrescence
recycling, which is a period or periods where the individual questions Blackness and
Black identity based on life experiences (Evans et al., 2010). Those who have reached a
healthy outlook on Black identity reach what Cross and Fhagen-Smith (2001) called
wisdom.
Cross’s initial model addressed race as a central aspect of identity development.
Furthermore, Cross’s model attempted to provide guidance on working with African
American populations and offers a structure to illustrate the complexities of racial
identity development (Evans et al., 1998). Cross’s (1995) model is relevant to
addressing African American identity because it provides a framework for forecasting
and understanding college student development and offer strategies to assist in continued
progression. Additionally, it protects the practitioner from making assumptions and from
wandering aimlessly in the areas of programming, advising, and teaching. This model
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also provides a common language and framework for deliberate conversations geared
toward student development.
Independently, theories related to identity inform student affairs practitioners’
understanding of college student development but collectively provide the depth and
breadth needed to approach and understand college student development. Because
college students are complex individuals who have diverse needs and come from various
backgrounds, a single theoretical approach does not allow practitioners to fully
understand and properly serve the needs of each student (Patton et al., 2007). An
understanding of all of the major theoretical perspectives allows practitioners to
synthesize the information and utilize it in varied ways to effectively meet the unique
needs of the individuals that they encounter in meaningful ways.
While these models are paramount to understanding development, Evans et al.
(2010) noted these models inadequately emphasize the influences of lived experiences
and decision making practices, which arguably have larger implications. These
omissions leave scholars with an abstruse understanding of the consequences of
regression or stagnation within African American identity development. A related
critique of the theory is that Cross’s model is reductionary in nature and generalizes the
data and consequently the “Black experience.” The danger of generalizations as it relates
to a demographic that is historically silenced is that it can be counterintuitive by
unintentionally reinforcing preconceived notions or ideas about African Americans.
These generalizations build the case for this study, which responds to this criticism by
using quantitative methodologies that facilitate eliciting stories about these individuals
lived experiences.
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Literature Review
Cross’s (1971/1991) model of Nigrescence is instrumental to the approach of this
study, but his explanation of identity is incomplete. Ultimately, where my theoretical
perspective diverges from his is that I believe that identity, particularly identity of
African American individuals is directly shaped by dominant ideology. With that in
mind, many African American students have an interesting experience in the quest for
developing identity, particularly at predominantly White institutions (PWI). As evidenced
by the literature, students often recount the anxiety that accompanies identity negotiation
(Carter, 2007; Cross, 1991; De Cuir-Gunsby, 2007; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010; Harper &
Nichols, 2008; Smith et al., 2007; Syed, 2010; Tatum, 1997).
There is significant pressure for Black students to assimilate into the dominant
culture in order to be successful socially and academically. As a result, I believe that this
pressure encourages racial identity regression and offers a different explanation to
retention rates and student attrition in African American students. When we begin to
look at hidden systems’ relationships to identity and dominant ideology’s influence on
development through qualitative means, we will to uncover unique stories and counter
stories that can make a difference in campus environments and student success at-large
(De Marrais, 2004; Harper, 2009; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001a, 2009; Wilkins, 2012).
Power and Privilege
Power and privilege are widely discussed topics within higher education. The
dialogue regarding this topic is generally summarized as a systemic form of racism that is
a set of unearned benefits that come with membership to a particular group (McIntosh,
1988; Yancy & Ryser, 2008). Yancy and Ryser (2008) noted that in relationship to
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Whiteness, every non-White racial group, or the Other, is inferior based fundamentally
on this country’s founding. What is more, this belief, albeit it often subconscious,
constructs the Other with negative connotations. This dominant ideology is reinforced
through visible means such as language, dress, and behavior and concealed through
policies and systems (Harding, 1986; Hughes, 2014).
What is particularly troubling is that “while Blacks in the U.S. have fought to
combat the internalization of themselves as savages and brutes, White privilege and
hegemony continue to exist” (Yancy & Ryser, 2008, p. 732). Yancy and Ryser (2008)
argue that White hegemony is “grounded within a context of structural, historical, and
material processes of subjugation, dispossession, and imperial invasion” (p. 732). This is
particularly problematic because so much of society functions under the binary of
White/non-White. With the help of CRT, this hegemony can be challenged in an effort to
expose and equalize this binary. A related topic within power and privilege is the
premise of colorblindness.
Higher education and student affairs practitioners have been socialized, in many
ways, to finesse topics around racist institutional norms. According to Harper (2012), a
comprehensive analysis of student affairs literature reveals that the answer to questions
regarding student attrition, the so called achievement gaps, and other disparities are
generally explained based on a variety of variables with the exception of explicitly
identifying racial differences as racists systems. Scholars can easily recognize
differences among race but seem to effortlessly dissect race from systemic issues that
promote racism (Ladson-Billings, 1998). It seems that unless the offense is overt name
calling or discrimination, the vast majority of literature has a tendency of diverting
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attention away from controversial topics by explaining the disparities in ways that either
point to upbringing, lack of effort on the students part, or inability to assimilate into the
dominant culture (Harper, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2005, 2011; Patton et al., 2007;
Yosso et al., 2004). Until faculty, practitioners, and other advocates choose to blatantly
critique policies and procedures using CRT as a framework in both the theoretical and
practical sides of academia, we will continue to struggle for eradicating racism within
institutions of higher education and communities at large (Harper, 2012).
Jennings and Lynn (2005) argued that schooling, both in the K-12 and postsecondary setting, plays an important role in the preservation of hegemony in our society.
Conversely, the educational context, particularly the classroom can also be used to
critique power structures as they relate to race. Within the CRT framework, race and
racism is the centralized context in which scholars look at power imbalances, and while
CRT purists believe that race should remain in the center, it is also important to look at
intersectionality with regard to multiple identities and pedagogy. Specifically,
dismantling power involves power negotiation, reflexivity and the need to be “counter
hegemonic” (Jennings & Lynn, 2005, p. 25).
In many ways, the educational system is a microcosm of society at-large,
therefore, understanding the power dynamics within this broken system could answer
some of the larger societal issues (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001b). Power presents itself in a
number of different ways including constituency groups (students, parents, teachers,
administrators), the rules and expectations within the culture of power, and
acknowledging positionality within the culture of power. Finally, it is important to
acknowledge and critique power dynamics as they related to students of color and White
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faculty (Jennings & Lynn, 2005). So often these elements operate under the guise of a
colorblind stance, thus hiding privilege and maintaining the status quo with regard to
power, privilege, and education. Each of these concepts is relevant to this study because
power and privilege shapes the rules and expectations previously discussed, they
ultimately shape identity.
Identity
As discussed in the overview of key players within critical race theory, a central
theme of Du Bois’s work focuses on a racial dilemma that he coined “double
consciousness.” According to Du Bois, Black people struggle with “a tension between
multiple selves and multiple communities, between bodily and spiritual selves, between
rationality and emotions, between sanity and insanity—as well as to illuminate the
dialectical tensions that impeded fluid participation in the Black world(s) and White
world(s)” (Akom, 2008, p. 250). This phenomenon results in a having to function within
the Black community as well as the dominant culture while maintaining positive attitudes
related to Black identity.
Because African American college students enter academia with a dominant
culture that influences and imposes expectations of what it means to be Black, race as
performance is an important point of departure. According to Calmore (2005), acting
Black, “is not a matter of vacillating from acting White to acting Black in certain
settings” (p. 101). It is a much more complicated, chameleonic “improvisation” that
requires flexibility based on the audience. Furthermore, critique and acceptance of these
behaviors is based on White ideals and deeply rooted ideologies that generalize racial
groups. All too often, racial minorities are coerced into assimilating into dominant

32

culture, when in fact, social justice champions and society at-large should argue for
incorporation over assimilative expectations (Calmore, 2005; Harper, 2012; Patton &
Renn, 2007). Repeatedly Black people are subjected to perform Blackness, and whether
an individual is able to pass as White constitutes whether they can attach themselves to
positions of power. This tendency and desire permeates the interworkings of society, and
as a result, it is important for African Americans to be sensitive to the oppression related
to White privilege instead of yearning for it (Calmore, 2005).
In relationship to race as performance, racial performativity is highly under
theorized. Butler’s work within gender performativity suggests that identity is fluid and
unstable within culture, and this same premise can be used to understand the role of race
and racism. Thompson (2003) used a post-structural lens to analyze whether race is
something that individuals have, something that they do, or if it exists at all. These
important questions invite a discussion and make room for fluidity within racial identity
development. Thompson cautioned, while new points of view regarding race are
important to the conversation, to say that race does not exist has the potential to hide
systems of power. He further clarified, “But to live in rigid categories of race also only
re-enmeshes them, and constrains us from imagining other possible identity categories
and communities” (Thompson, 2003, p. 137). There are no clear-cut responses to this
premise because racial identity is complicated and messy, and according to Thompson
(2003), we need to claim and trouble the social constructs of racial categories in other to
make room for other possibilities.

Although important to this commentary, it should be

noted that this epistemological perspective troubles critical race theory (CRT) and
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double-consciousness because each is based on the master binary, whereas racial
performativity desires to do away with the categories altogether.
Identity negotiation is a recurring theme throughout the literature related to Black
identity development. As a result, college in America, particularly matriculation at
predominately White institutions (PWI), presents an interesting experience for African
American students (De Cuir-Gunsby, 2007; Schlossberg, 1998). As evidenced by the
literature, students often recount the anxiety that accompanies identity negotiation
(Cabrera, 2014). There is significant pressure to assimilate into the dominant culture in
order to be successful socially and academically. This “pull yourself up by your
bootstraps” mentality hardly accounts for the fact that the racial hegemony has left these
students without boots.
Educational systems (both K-12 and post-secondary) are notorious for their
homogenous faculties, meritocratic and colorblind-based philosophies, and rarely place
the onus on the institutional racism that exists within these flawed systems (Cross, 1991;
De Cuir-Gunsby, 2007; Harper & Nichols, 2008; Smith et al., 2007; Syed, 2010; Tatum,
1997). Through this study and the illumination of stories, this counternarrative shifts the
focus from the deficit discourse previously mentioned while focusing more intentionally
on students’ interface with the college campus. It also explores the ways in which
dominant culture imposes expectations related to identity.
Marginality and Mattering
A review of literature indicates that student perceptions of inclusion and
marginality often determine their desire to persist (Pittman, 2012; Schlossberg, 1989;
Stewart, 2011; Strange & Banning, 2001; Tinto, 1986; Wilkins, 2012). According to
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Tinto (1986), students depart campuses for a number of reasons including economical,
organization, psychological, and sociological issues. As it pertains to working with
historically marginalized groups, organizational and sociological factors are particularly
important. From an organizational standpoint, person-environment fit is essential
(Pascerella & Terenzini, 2005). In other words, when the organizational structure is
incongruent with the student’s values, this can prove to detract from the student’s success
in college. On the other hand, organizational structures that parallel the student’s values
serve to support their academic pursuits (Strange & Banning, 2001). As noted,
sociological factors, including how the student perceives the institution, plays a
significant role in her or his perception of inclusiveness. If the student feels that the
institution is not a good “fit,” this can inhibit his or her persistence to graduation
(Pascerella & Terenzini, 2005).
Cooper’s (2009) work echoes similar sentiments as Tinto (1986) but focused
specifically on historically marginalized groups. Cooper stated that students must feel
connected to their campus community, that they matter, and that their specific needs are
met. She recommended, “one approach that institutional leaders can take to nurture
belonging is to recognize and honor difference while at the same time developing and
promoting shared values within a diverse campus community” (p. 1). In addition to her
recommendations to professionals, she noted, “in order to be successful in college and as
world citizens, students need to develop key competencies and engage in a process of
identity development and meaning-making” (p. 5). As campuses work to build more
inclusive environments it is important that they understand the necessity of perceptions of
belonging as they relate to a diverse student body.
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Furthermore, most notably, Scholossberg’s (1989) work on marginality and
mattering echoed that students who perceive their needs to be important persist at higher
rates than students who feel marginalized. These feelings of marginality can make a
student feel that she or he does not fit in and therefore may choose to withdraw from
college. She defines mattering as “our belief, whether right or wrong, that we matter to
someone else” (p. 9). She also noted that students from minority groups often take longer
to adjust to college than their dominant counterparts. Additionally, while most students
have issues with adjusting to college, students from nondominant groups often find
themselves in a perpetual state of marginalization (Cooper, 2009; Evans et al., 2010;
Schlossberg, 1989). As a result of this scholarship, higher education practitioners must
be mindful of these distinctions by providing appropriate resources to students based on
their individual and collective needs. Furthermore, as educators, student affairs
practitioners can facilitate student development by first being aware of the differences
and secondly encouraging engagement in academic and co-curricular endeavors such as
undergraduate research, mentoring relationships, and involvement in student
organizations (Hiraldo, 2010; Patton et al., 2007).
Evans et al. (2010) affirm, “for members of nondominant groups, marginality is
often a permanent condition” while for others, these feelings are temporary (p. 32).
Embedded in the literature regarding this topic is the premise that students’ perceptions
tend to guide their feelings of inclusion of marginalization. Because of this dynamic,
multicultural competence among student affairs practitioners becomes especially
important.
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Multicultural Competence
Deriving from the academic disciples of counseling and psychology, multicultural
competence is a heavily discussed topic within theoretical and practical settings of
student affairs administration. The heightened attention to this subject is due, in large
part, to increased diversity as it pertains to enrollment at institutions of higher education
across the United States (Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2004). Unfortunately, while many
college campuses gradually have become more accessible, minority students persist at
significantly lower rates than their White counterparts (U.S. Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, 2012).
Historically, the vast majority of scholarship related to this subject has focused on
mainstream populations and attributed minority student attrition to lack of academic
preparation, limited parental support, and inability to assimilate into academia (Cooper,
Massie, Graham, 2006; Harper & Davis, 2012; Harper et al., 2009; Solórzano & Yosso,
2001b;Yosso, 2005). This deficit-driven paradigm generally focuses on at-risk
characteristics rather than the tangible ways in which the campus environment,
particularly student affairs practitioners, contribute to minority student attrition. The body
of research germane to minority student retention infers that multicultural competence is
a key element in creating an inclusive environment, and inclusive environments
contribute to retention and graduation (Bresciani, 2008; Howard-Hamilton, 2000; Hutz,
Martin, & Beitel, 2007; Pope et al., 2004; Solórzano et al., 2000; Strange & Banning,
2001; Torres et al., 2003). Therefore, practitioners must continually consider this as a
key competency within the profession.
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Before reflecting any further on the role of multicultural competence in the
profession, it is important to define the term and provide relevant background
information regarding its relationship college student development. The term
multicultural competence is, in some ways, difficult to operationalize because of the
multiple instances of its use in the literature (Howard-Hamilton et al., 2011; Pope et al.,
2004; Watt, Howard-Hamilton, & Fairchild, 2004). An additional obstacle in defining
the term is that few can agree on a definition that is all-encompassing. Depending on the
philosophical perspective, some argue that multicultural competence involves an
appreciation of differences with regard to race, gender, sexuality, religion, age and
culture, while others assert that multicultural competence requires an acknowledgement
of racism before one can fully be multiculturally competent in the aforementioned areas
(Pope et al., 2004). Still, others resolve that multicultural competence and the premise of
multiculturalism at-large is a way to dilute controversial issues such as institutional
racism (Cobham & Parker, 2007; Harper, 2012; Helms & Richardson, 1998; LadsonBillings, 1998, 2005, 2011). With each of these varying perspectives on the topic, it is
evident that defining the term is a complex endeavor. Given the complexities
surrounding the subject, Pope et al. (2004) developed a comprehensive definition and
approach to multicultural competence. Although it is not exempt of criticism, their
framework has emerged as an exemplar in the field as it relates to this topic.
Pope et al. (2004) defined multicultural competence as “the awareness,
knowledge, and skills needed to work with others who are culturally different from self in
meaningful, relevant, and productive ways" (p. 13). They defined awareness as “values,
attitudes, and assumptions” that are needed to work with students of diverse backgrounds
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(Pope et al., 2004, p. 14). Further, knowledge is described as familiarity and
understanding of the content related to various cultures, and skills are the syntheses and
applications of both awareness and knowledge. Pope et al. (2004) argue, “Central to
those skills is the ability to communicate across cultures and understand how culture
influences the content…” (p. 15).
Pope et al.’s (2004) inclusive framework advocates for a paradigm shift that
integrates multiculturalism into the various student affairs functions including theory and
translation, administration and management, helping and advising, assessment and
research, ethics and practical standards, and finally, teaching and training. From their
perspective, multicultural competence cannot exist in the silo of a student affairs function
such as a multicultural affairs department. It must be embedded in every aspect of
student affairs work.
Given that institutions of higher education have gradually become more diverse,
student affairs practitioners must possess the competencies to work with students from
varying backgrounds. These competencies are particularly important to creating
inclusive campus environments, building a diverse staff, purposeful programming, and
ultimately supporting students in persisting to graduation.
Campus Environment
Just as African American student identity development and training
multiculturally competent student affairs practitioners are complicated subjects with few
clear-cut solutions, facilitating an inclusive campus environment is equally as
cumbersome. The following section outlines multiple sectors of the university that can
positively influence the campus environment. The proposition for facilitating inclusive
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campus environments results from merging the work of Strange and Banning (2001) on
campus environments, student development theory, and Pope et al.’s (2004) framework.
Strange and Banning’s (2001) work on campus environments provides a blueprint
for creating campuses that are inclusive and welcoming and connect the premise to
retention and sense of belonging. They noted that campus ecology effects students’
perceptions of the institution. According to Strange and Banning, person-environment fit
encourages involvement and engagement, which yields success. They dissect the campus
environment into four components which include physical environments (building and
space designs), aggregate environments (the influence of people), organizational
environments (mission, strategic goals, and hierarchy), and constructed environments
(varying perceptions based on vantage point). According to Strange and Banning,
“While some features lend themselves to a sense of exclusion, others serve to include” (p.
119). The comprehensive nature of Strange and Banning’s work combined with the
principles of Pope et al.’s (2004) can work in concert to create a campus environment that
is welcoming to all students.
The four components of physical environments, aggregate environments,
organizational environments, and constructed environments conceptualized by Strange
and Banning (2001) play a part in an individual’s overall college experience. From a
multiculturally competent perspective, physical environments are constructed in such a
way that the physical spaces such as classrooms, student centers, dining halls, and
residence halls are welcoming to all students. Since these environments are often
planned based on dominant expectations, careful consideration and intentionality
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regarding creating inclusive environments for marginalized populations is particularly
important.
A multicultural approach to physical environments means ensuring that
historically marginalized students have a “safe space” on campus (Evans et al, 2010;
Howard-Hamilton, 2000; Strange & Banning, 2001; Wilkinson & Rund, 2000).
Examples include multicultural centers, gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer and
questioning (GLBTQ) resource centers, offices of disability accommodations, and the
like. Other ways to ensure that physical environments are inclusive to a diverse campus
population is through artwork, signage, and publications. When African American
students can see representations of themselves in artwork and photographs, this indicates
that the campus is inclusive of their unique needs.
When examining aggregate environments or human influences from a
multiculturally competent standpoint, administrators become particularly interested in
developing a staff that is representative of the campus population (Cobham & Parker,
2007; Roper, 2011; Taylor & von Destinon, 2000). Purposeful planning in this area
involves ensuring that positions are advertised in a number of different venues in the
hopes of yielding an applicant pool that is high in quality and representative of diverse
backgrounds. Attention to this area is imperative and increases the likelihood that
students will find relatable individuals to support them in their development during the
college experience (Howard-Hamilton et al., 2011). In addition to hiring, collaborative
relationships among administrators and faculty can influence the campus environment in
powerful ways. Often siloed, Howard-Hamilton (2000) noted “A unified curricular and
cocurricular effort should exist between administrators and faculty so that discussions can
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take place regarding the psychosocial and intellectual development of college students”
(p. 68). When these individuals possess multicultural competence, their comfort level in
identity lead to enhanced creativity in diversity programming.
The next area, organizational environments, relates to the mission, strategic goals,
and organizational structure of the university (Strange & Banning, 2001). Campuses
whose mission and strategic plan overtly indicate a desire for diversity and inclusion and
assesses the effectiveness of these creates opportunities for increased dialogue and
perpetuates a standard for eradicating the many isms that exist on college campuses (Pope
et al., 2004; Solórzano & Yosso, 2000, Torres et al., 2004; Watt et al., 2004). This aspect
of the campus environment is especially important because when it is adequately
adopted, the trickle-down effect influences essentially every aspect of campus and
models the importance of these inclusive practices.
Finally, constructed environments are based in perceptions. Since the common
colloquial term is “perception is reality,” this area is arguably the most important, yet
most difficult to alter. At best, it is presumed that campuses’ adoption of multiculturally
competent approaches to the first three areas outlined in Strange and Banning’s (2001)
model will naturally coincide to with positive perceptions of the campus environment.
Racelessness in Theory
With the volumes of rhetoric regarding multiculturalism, there seems to be little
focus on race with regard to the prominent student affairs theories that are studied
(Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2005, 2011; Patton et al., 2007; Yosso et al., 2004). In order to
better understand and serve students, particularly those who have been marginalized
based on race, student affairs practitioners must consider the role that race plays in this
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discussion. The omission of race in the most prominent theories in the profession such as
Chickering and Reisser (1993) is alarming.
Patton et al. (2007) critiqued Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) theory when they
agued, “they offer no discussion of how race and racism may intersect with the seven
vectors, even though racial identity development theory, research on racial identities, and
research about the psychological aspects of racism were available in the literature when
their revised model was published” (p. 41). This colorblind approach to training student
affairs practitioners further perpetuates White privilege, oppression, and marginalization
in higher education (Harper, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2005, 2011; Patton et al.,
2007). As a result of the complicated issues surrounding identity and inclusion, there is
no straightforward solution for eradicating the systems that inhibit inclusion.
Furthermore, the broad-based generalized literature only tells part of the story and further
builds the case for the need for narrative accounts of lived experiences regarding Black
identity.
The review of literature supports the premise that a variety of elements including
power and privilege, multiculturally competent staff, marginality and mattering, and
campus ecology help to construct students’ perceptions of identity and positive
perceptions are linked to success in college and beyond (Howard-Hamilton, 2000; Hutz,
et al., 2007; Pope et al., 2004; Solórzano et al., 2000; Strange & Banning, 2001; Torres et
al., 2003). It is presumed, then, that positive student perceptions of self and the campus
environment are linked to increasing student persistence and graduation.
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Summary
The macro theory, micro theory, and overall literature review offer explanations
regarding scholarship in these areas and potential opportunities for further exploration.
Additionally, they clarify the perspective with which I approached the study. In this
study, critical race theory served as the macro lens and was employed to critique power
imbalances with regard to race. In particular, was utilized to critique liberalism
(colorblindness), to identify the use of race as a social category that further perpetuates
oppression, and to illuminate stories. Using Cross’s model of Nigrescence provides
guidance for the natural progression of Blackness and the notion of double consciousness
helps to explain the lived experiences of inclusivity and exclusivity. Reframing identity
from a critical race lens with particular consideration to the role of double-consciousness
adds nuance to a subject that is often discussed in the realm of student affairs and higher
education at-large.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Chapter 2 discussed the relevant literature used in the study including macro and
micro theories related to Black identity. The purpose of this chapter is to outline the
methodology employed in the study. By providing an overview of the background,
literature gap, and rationale, this chapter will add further context to the study.
Additionally, it will outline the purpose, research questions, and discuss the methodology
in detail from the critical race theoretical lens. After providing the methodological
overview, this chapter will describe the specific methods employed as well as the
analysis, interpretation, and representation strategies.
Background
Before summarizing the purpose and goals of the study, it is important to discuss
the context and related literature in order to rationalize the importance of this study.
Recently, Middle Southern University’s focus has shifted from student recruitment and
retention to graduation rates based on a new statewide funding formula. Additionally, the
university’s undergraduate population has steadily become more racially diverse over the
past decade. Despite heightened access to post-secondary education, minority students
continue to persist at significantly lower rates than their White counterparts both
nationally and locally (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, 2012). Table 1 provides an overview of graduation rates based on the 2008
cohort of first-time, full-time freshmen based on race (“Middle Southern University
Institutional Research,” n.d.).
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Table 1
Graduation Rates By Race at Middle Southern University (2008 First-time, Full-time
Freshmen Cohort)
Race/Ethnicity
African American
Asian American
Hispanic
White

# of Students
744
68
40
1032

4-Year
7.50%
21.10%
17.50%
20.10%

5-Year
23.30%
32.40%
35.00%
42.30%

6-Year
31.60%
41.20%
40.00%
50.2%

Historically, the vast majority of scholarship related to this subject has focused on
mainstream populations and attributed minority student attrition to lack of academic
preparation, limited parental support, and inability to assimilate into academia (Astin,
1993; Pascerella, 1996; Schlossberg et al., 1989; Tinto, 1986; Yosso, 2005). This deficitdriven paradigm generally focuses on at-risk characteristics rather than the ways in which
the campus environment imposes race-based expectations and contributes to minority
student attrition (Harper, 2012; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001b; Yosso, 2005). Furthermore,
this hegemonic ideology is one that perpetuates the White/Black power structure and
permanence of racism. Bell (1992) described this as covert systems that “often [end] up
hiding what it purports to eliminate” (p. 109). Given the suppression of contrasting
perspectives on minority student persistence, there is a need to look at the environmental
structure that may be responsible for the retention and graduation rates of Black students
in higher education.
The review of literature on student departure from college indicates that student
perceptions of inclusion and marginality often determine their desire to persist (Heisserer
& Parette; 2002; O’Keefe, 2013; Pearson, 2012; Scholossberg, 1989; Tinto, 1986, 1993).
Furthermore, research supports the premise that positive student perceptions of the
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campus environment are linked to their success in college (Howard-Hamilton, 2000; Hutz
et al., 2007; Pope et al., 2004; Solórzano et al., 2000; Strange & Banning, 2001; Torres et
al., 2003). It is presumed, then, that students, particularly minority students, who
perceive their specific needs to be important are more likely to persist to graduation.
The prevailing literature related to student success, retention, and persistence
(Astin, 1993; Pascerella, 1996; Schlossberg et al., 1989; Tinto, 1986) represents the
benchmark for scholarship within the student affairs profession and student affairs
preparatory programs. Although this literature is invaluable to student affairs work, it
tends to disregard race through generalization of these issues and experiences (Harper,
2012; Hiraldo, 2010; Housee, 2012; Patton, 2006; Patton, McEwen et al., 2007;
Solórzano et al., 2000; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
This pedagogical racelessness1 ignores specific lived experiences pertaining to
African American college students and therefore builds a case for research that privileges
the sharing of these experiences (Patton et al., 2007). Such research using counterstories,
or stories that challenge traditional interpretations of the college experience, give voice to
individuals who have been silenced through these generalizations. Additionally, they
assist in critiquing the campus climate by exposing opportunities for them to become
more inclusive (Hiraldo, 2010; Patton et al., 2007).
The research on student departure, although abundant, does not fully explain the
Black student experience. Given the proliferation of deficit-driven paradigms and
racelessness in theory and practice, this study contributes to the literature by critiquing

1

Racelessness and colorblindness are used interchangeably to indicate a disregard
for race within pedagogy, curriculum, policies, and/or programming in the college
setting.
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the campus ecological factors as they relate to African American students. As discussed
in Chapter 2, campus ecology relates to the study of college students and the environment
(Strange & Banning, 2001). Related literature provides a global view of environmental
influences that shape a campus’s physical setting, social climate, organizational structure,
and personnel and ultimately, perceptions of inclusion and safety (Renn & Patton, 2010;
Strange & Banning, 2001).
In addition to campus ecological research, there is an over-saturation of
generalized research on retention and persistence (Pascerella, 1996; Scholossberg, 1989;
Schlossberg et al., 1989; Tinto, 1986, 1993) and inclusion and access (Carter, 2007;
Cross, 1971; 1991; Daniel-Tatum, 1997; Harper & Nichols, 2008; Smith et al., 2007), yet
there is little research about the personal accounts of Blackness in relation to the overall
campus climate. In an effort to expose the power dynamics that exist between the Black
and White binary, where Whiteness is positioned as normative (Ladson-Billings, 1998),
the study gives voice to students whose stories have not been traditionally heard. This
research bridges the gap in the two topics and provides implications and
recommendations for student affairs and administrative practice including programs and
services, assessment initiatives, hiring practices, curriculum adjustments, and space
considerations (both physical and virtual).
The goals of this study, then, were to understand the experiences within a college
setting that construct Black students’ perceptions of racial identity. Specifically, I
explored perceptions of racial identity, campus ecology, and how students negotiate
identity within the academy. Through the use of narrative inquiry as the methodology
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and semi-structured narrative interviews as the method, this study illuminates
counterstories of African American college students.
Purpose and Research Questions
As a result of my constructionist epistemological perspective and critical race
theoretical orientation (discussed in Chapter 2), the purpose of this study was to critique
campus ecological characteristics in relation to Black student experiences of negotiating
racial identity at a large metropolitan university in the mid-south. The following research
questions guided the research study and connect to uses of critical race theory (the macro
theory), narrative inquiry (the methodology), and the overarching purpose of the study:
1. What are students’ perceptions of racial identity at a large metropolitan university
in the mid-south?
2. What are students’ perceptions of campus ecological characteristics?
3. How do students negotiate racial identity within these campus ecological
characteristics?
These questions were crafted based on the theoretical framework that is briefly reviewed
in the section that follows and served as a guide for the overall methodology, methods,
analysis, interpretation, representation, and conclusions.
Theoretical Framework
In examining how college students perceive racial identity, the campus ecological
climate, and negotiate racial identity, the study used critical race theory (CRT) as the
macro theory to view the data. As discussed in Chapter 2, macro theories act as the
overarching viewpoint or “lens” through which the researcher examines the phenomenon,
and discipline-specific theories, also called micro or mid-level theories, provide guidance
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for understanding and practice (Esterberg, 2002). An offshoot of critical legal studies,
Derrick Bell, a law professor, sought to revitalize the civil rights era by moving from a
slow and steady march to freedom to tangible sweeping change, thus pioneering critical
race theory (De Cuir-Gunsby, 2007; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Hiraldo, 2010; LadsonBillings & Tate, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2003, 2005). In addition to Bell, other key
players include Crenshaw, Du Bois, Ladson-Billings, Harris, Lawrence, Matsuda,
Williams, Solórzano, and Yosso.
Philosophically, CRT focuses on power structures in society as they relate to race.
Its four overarching tenets include the permanence of race, a critique of liberalism,
perpetuation of White privilege via colorblindness ideology, and the benefits of civil
rights legislation for the dominant White culture (Bell, 1992; Delgado & Stefanic, 2001;
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2000). Additionally, Du Bois’s
conceptualization of “double-consciousness,” which encapsulates the anxiety associated
with existing in inclusive and exclusive positions within society (Ladson-Billings, 2003),
is a useful concept within CRT. The premise of double-consciousness, along with the
four tenets, will serve as the lens for analyzing and interpreting the data in this study.
Reeves, Albert, Kuper, and Hodges (2008) noted that the theoretical perspective
offers ways to view complicated issues by focusing attention on various facets “providing
a framework within which to conduct analysis” (p. 631). Within a critical race theoretical
worldview, I have formed research questions that focus specifically on power structures
including institutional racism, Afrocentrism, White privilege, and identity negotiation.
This guidance concentrated my efforts and helped in determining epistemologically
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congruent elements within the research process. Therefore, based on the critical race
theoretical perspective, I chose to employ narrative inquiry as the methodology.
Rationale
Methodology is, as Crotty (1998) described, the strategy or rationale for selecting
various methods. As discussed previously, a prominent tenet of CRT is the privileging of
storytelling to illuminate lived experiences (Ladson-Billings, 1995). And, since the
methodology is most directly predicated by theoretical perspective, narrative inquiry
served as my methodology. Through narrative inquiry, I used storytelling and entered the
process with the belief that everyone has a relevant story. According to Chase (2005),
narrative inquiry is a combination of perspectives, approaches, and methods with a
desired result to understand the depth of an individual’s life experiences or a particular
portion of their life and to give voice to the subject from that person’s perspective.
Narrative Inquiry
Before looking at the execution of narrative inquiry, it is important to understand
the historical context of the methodology. Some of the earliest narrative researchers can
be traced back to the Chicago School where sociologists collected life histories during the
1920s and 1930s (Chase, 2005; Riessman, 2008). Chase (2005) noted that The Polish
Peasant, a work of Thomas and Znaniecki (1918/1927), is often referenced as the first
uses of narrative inquiry in a sociological context. In this piece, the sociologists looked
at the life of a Polish immigrant prior to and after immigration to the United States.
Subsequent studies at the Chicago School looked at life histories based on juvenile
delinquents and criminals (Chase, 2005).
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Nearly a decade after the narrative work began Chicago School, the rise of
quantitative research methods in sociology gave way to the marginalization of narrative
inquiry. Sociologist of this era became more interested in treating sociology as a
traditional science and in research studies that could reach the masses and provide
generalizability and theory testing (Chase, 2005; Riessman, 2008). This acquiescence to
positivistic thinking saw a decline in the 1960s and 1970s and was due, in large part, to
critiques of the positivist methodologies, the literature revitalization, and the civil rights
and women’s movements. These movements, then, empowered researchers and
revitalized their desires to gather individual stories of triumph over oppression
(Langellier, 2004; Riessman, 2008; Zussman, 2000).
Like a number of other methodologies, narrative inquiry has evolved over time
and presents itself in many different styles within the same methodological umbrella
(Chase, 2005; Reissman, 2008). Because CRT is a theoretical perspective that privileges
storytelling, narrative inquiry is often a complementary methodological choice (LadsonBillings, 2003). Other theoretical perspectives that work well with narrative inquiry
include those that seek to understand and emancipate as well as deconstruct knowledge.
These theories include feminisms, phenomenology, critical theory, post structuralism,
and queer theory. Through these varied lenses, the researcher could use a variety of
methods including, unstructured, open-ended, and in-depth interviews, life stories, and
personal narrative, to create a story and counterstory to make meaning of the given
phenomenon (Chase, 2005; Cortazzi, 1993; Riessman, 2008).
Present day narrative inquiry involves a multi-faceted approach to conducting
research and drives the data collection. The following guide provides steps to conducting
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a study using narrative inquiry as a methodology and was adapted for this study.
Connelly and Clandinin (2004), offered a relatively malleable approach to narrative
inquiry that included formulating a research question, selecting one or more participants,
seeking to understand the story’s context, analyzing the story and restorying21these to fit
within the research framework, and conferring with the participant(s) to build
relationships and reaffirm their engagement. This rapport is particularly important to
narrative inquiry because of the aspect of co-constructing knowledge.
Narrative inquiry is a complex process because the individual who is researched is
both living and recounting their story. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) agreed that
“people are both living their stories in an ongoing experiential text and telling their
stories in words as they reflect upon life and explain themselves to others” (p. 4). It is
here that storytelling and retelling become salient components of knowing and
understanding the experience. To add to the complexity, the researcher herself or himself
often becomes a part of the story and this co-construction further aids in the meaningmaking process for both factions (Best, 2003; Ezzy, 2010; Charmaz, 1991; Holstein &
Gubrium, 1995; Riessman, 2008).
Critical Narrative Inquiry
Esterberg (2003) asserted, “the choices researchers make about paradigms shape
the research strategies they think they should use” (p. 9). Since I chose to work within the
CRT framework, narrative inquiry harmonizes with the ideals of this meaning making
structure. Whereas general narrative inquiry involves gathering stories, applying CRT to
narrative inquiry means that the research design served as a vehicle for collecting stories
2

Restorying refers to taking a number of stories and repackaging them in an
organized and often chronological fashion.
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that expose and critique racial power imbalances (Esterberg, 2003). The employment of
critical race narrative inquiry in this study facilitated the construction of college students’
lived experiences by emphasizing institutional racism, colorblind ideological views,
covert racist policies and procedures, and ultimately “mobilize[s] others into action for
progressive social change” (Riessman, 2008, p. 9). Regarding the construction of these
stories, the following sections describe the setting, participants, and rationale for
disclosing researcher subjectivities.
The Setting
Founded in 1912, Middle Normal College began as a state teacher’s college and
existed as a training ground for educators for its first 50 years. In the 1950s, research
became more of a focus, and the university began offering graduate-level courses.
Around the same time that the college gained full university status, it also began to
experience the effects of desegregation. In the mid-1950s the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) began a campaign to desegregate institutions
in the southern region including Middle Southern University. Their advocacy and legal
action precipitated the desegregation of the college in the late 50s. It was during this time
that the university admitted its first African American students. The Mid-Southern
Firsts3,1as they were called, were forbidden to access all common spaces including social
programs, sporting events, and the cafeteria (“Middle Southern University History,” n.d.).
Over the years, the legal precedent facilitated more inclusive admissions policies,
and as a result, more African American students were admitted. In the early 1960s, the
first African American student graduated, and later that decade, the university’s first
3

Pseudonyms will be used throughout the document in order to maintain
confidentiality and anonymity.
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doctoral programs began. In the late 1960s, the educational and social progress came to a
screeching halt when a prominent civil rights leader was assassinated a few miles from
MSU. His slaying sent shockwaves throughout the city, region, and country. To date,
the city has still not fully recovered from the issues surrounding race and his untimely
death.
The university has certainly progressed since the 1960s as a comprehensive,
doctoral-extensive university that boasts of and enrollment of over 22,000 students.
Additionally, the demographic make-up is approximately 58% White, 38% Black, and
2% Hispanic, 1% Asian, and 1% international and multiracial students (“Middle Southern
University Institutional Research Fact Book,” n.d.). While the racial landscape has
evolved over the years, and overt racism occurs less frequently, the diversity has
triggered covert issues that are more challenging to identify and eradicate. These
systemic issues are embedded in hiring practices, the campus design, and resource
allocation, as well as internal attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (Garces, 2012; Hill Collins,
2003; Ladson-Billings, 1998).
The selected site of Middle Southern University was appropriate for a number of
reasons including the field of study, demographic make-up, and historical context of the
city and university as outlined previously. The focus of the study was on Black college
students’ experiences; therefore, a college campus was desired. Furthermore, the racially
diverse population and historical background of both the city and university provided a
backdrop of studying inclusivity and tension. Other institutions of higher education
within the city are private and/or significantly more homogenous, and therefore, may not
have prominently reflected the binaries that CRT looks to critique.
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Gaining Access
Before I began collecting data, I considered gaining access to the site. Given the
use of narrative inquiry as my methodology and my research was occurring on the
campus of a public institution, the primary concern was gaining access to the participants.
After successfully completing the Institutional Review Board (IRB) process (Appendix
A), I solicited participation in the study by recruiting participants through channels within
the Division of Student Affairs. I asked for recommendations from professional staff in
these offices based on the criteria that is outlined later in the chapter.
In addition to general guidelines regarding narrative inquiry, Connelly and
Clandinin (2004) asserted that entry is one of the first things researchers must gain. In
narrative inquiry, access is often gained due to the fact that the narrative is a collaborative
effort of the researcher and the researched (Connelly & Clandinin, 2004; Patton, 2002;
Riessman, 2008). Once the initial access was granted and the process of cultivating
relationships began, I followed the set of guidelines based on key players within narrative
inquiry (Chase, 2005; Connelly & Clandinin, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Patton, 1990;
Riessman, 2008).
One of the tenets of narrative inquiry involves giving voice to those who may
have previously been disregarded in the literature and in society at-large. Therefore, it
was important for me to first allow the participant to share her or his story (Connelly &
Clandinin, 2004). This gesture was not designed to silence the researcher; however, it
did invite the subject who had been historically overlooked by a long-standing dominant
ideology to speak openly and freely about her or his life experience (Ladson-Billings,
2003). This way of collecting the data sought reallocate the power dynamic between the
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researcher and the researched (Chase, 2005; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). At the onset of
the data collection phase it was important for me to intentionally sample students whose
stories would tell a narrative counter to the metanarrative, which refers to stories that
represent “the norm” that are embedded in research, conversation, and societal
expectations.
A predominate form of sampling in qualitative inquiry is purposeful sampling
(Patton, 1990, 2002; Suri, 2011). This type of sampling allowed flexibility to select
participants with rich stories that could be studied in-depth. This particular sampling
style served as an appropriate complement to the methodology and theoretical framework
that sought to tell a counternarrative. While commonly used in quantitative research, a
random sample was not appropriate given the theoretical and epistemological
perspectives, because random samples are used to safeguard against bias and control for
more generalizability. Since transferability (that is, taking the data from this study to
applying in some contexts in the future) was the goal of this qualitative research study
and the desire was to, on many levels, illuminate the outliers, purposeful sampling was
more epistemologically aligned.
Participants
Using purposeful sampling and existing partnerships at MSU, I gained referrals
via e-mail from students and former colleagues in the Leadership Zone, Multicultural
Student Services, Office of First Year Experience, and other departments within the
Division of Student Affairs (Appendix B). Based on these referrals, I identified 9
students to participate the study. I chose these entities to recruit students who were
already engaged in the university through co-curricular experiences. I anticipated that
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their involvement in the university community would yield varied experiences and
provide a comprehensive idea of the racial climate on campus. Students selected to
participate met the following criteria:
•

Fell within the traditional college student age range of 18 to 24;

•

Were a full-time student (enrolled in 12 hours or more) with a 2.75 grade point
average or higher;

•

Had earned 60 or more credit hours;

•

Were a native student (meaning that they did not transfer from another institution
of higher education);

•

Identified as Black or African American;

•

Attended freshmen orientation and Cougar Camp4; 1

•

Were involved (as a member or officer) in a registered student organization.

Table 2 provides a breakdown of the participants as it relates to their pseudonym, major,
grade point average and classification.

4

Cougar Camp is a 4-day extended orientation program where students learn
about university history, tradition, and gain skills for academic success.
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Table 2
Participant Information
Pseudonym

Major

Minor/Concentration

GPA

Classification

Alexander

Music Industry

Music Business

2.75

Junior

Kerri

Communications

Sociology

3.36

Junior

-

2.75

Junior

-

3.06

Senior

-

3.02

Senior

Public Relations

-

2.75

Junior

Professional
Studies
Business
Economics
Criminal Justice
and Criminology

Political Science and
Sociology
Political Science and
Liberal Arts

3.6

Junior

3.73

Junior

3.5

Senior

Jrue
Clive
Kaet
Anna
Ashley
Ronald
Jacob

Criminal Justice
and Criminology
Marketing
Management
Marketing
Management

-

The age range, credit hours, full-time status, student involvement, and native
student categories represent students who are most likely to be engaged in university life.
The literature related to African American college students is embedded with discussion
regarding “at-risk” college students and tends to ignore students who are thriving in the
collegiate environment (Harper, 2009). Therefore, the grade point average provided an
avenue to amplify stories of students who are flourishing academically and socially.
Given these criteria, the next section discusses how my positionality interacted with the
participants involved in the study.
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Positionality Statement
In learning how college students define Blackness, it was important to understand
how my personal experiences, background, and views shape my worldview and more
specifically, my execution of the research process. In qualitative research, the researcher
is the filter through which the data is interpreted, and undoubtedly, my experiences
influenced how I made meaning, and consequently, how I engaged in the research
process. Therefore, it was important that I was both cognizant and overt in naming how
previous and current experiences factored into my scholarship regarding this topic.
By nature, qualitative research, particularly the research grounded in giving voice
to historically marginalized groups, privileges subjectivity disclosure (Morrow, 2005).
Further, from my epistemological perspective, the researcher and the participant
collaborate, co-constructing meaning regarding the subject matter. In this way, my
perspectives became a vital part of the research process. Critics of this premise
sometimes characterize this as narcissistic and self-indulgent (Pillow, 2003) and argue
that quantitative research is objective and qualitative research is subjective. In contrast,
Morrow (2005) asserted, “All research is subject to researcher bias; qualitative and
quantitative perspectives have their own ways of approaching subjectivity and are very
much influenced by the paradigms guiding the research” (p. 254). Thus, in a proactive
attempt to heighten personal awareness of how my position might interact with the data,
disclosing subjectivities provides a point of context for the lens through which I executed
the study. Additionally, disclosing my subjectivities was used as a way to clarify
questions regarding the role of researcher objectivity, respond to critiques of subjectivity,
and increase trustworthiness.
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As a Black woman born into a family of civil rights advocates who encounters
discrimination, oppression, and privilege, I make certain assumptions related to defining
Blackness on a college campus. Often I have been characterized as “acting White” in the
Black community51and “articulate” in the White community. These personal accounts of
double-consciousness within these communities guide my worldview as it relates to this
phenomenon. Further, I maintain that a number of college students find themselves in
Cross’s (1971, 1991) immersion/emersion phase which involves immersing one’s self in
Black culture while seeking acceptance and inclusion from within the White community.
This stage culminates as the individual emerges as person who appreciates the salience of
Blackness while appreciating other identities. I also surmise that students who are
perceived as “acting White” also often find themselves in similar states of doubleconsciousness where their levels of privilege are transient. In Black circles they may not
feel accepted as being “Black enough” and in White circles, they may be hailed
“eloquent” when their speech patterns reflect the so-called norm. I also make the
assumption that in a system that privileges White over Black, students who conform to
the dominant culture are offered more opportunities to be successful in college and
beyond. These opportunities can include leadership positions, internships, study abroad
opportunities, and opportunities to extend education to graduate or professional schools.
These inclinations and perceptions are important, and guided my methodology, data
collection, analysis, interpretation, and representation of the data. They also shaped the
ultimate conclusions and implications for student affairs practice.

5

The terms White community and Black community, although problematic and
rooted in dominant ideology, are not meant to generalize individuals within these social
groups but offer a way to juxtapose normalized expectations.
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The qualitative researchers’ ways of approaching subjectivity varies. Depending
on theoretical underpinnings and epistemological perspectives, the researcher may choose
to use her or his subjectivities to control for bias while others may view it as a central
component of meaning making within the research study (Morrow, 2005). As for my
preference, in studying the complexities of race and using CRT as the lens through which
I view those complexities, it was important for me to overtly discuss my positionality
with regard to the research questions. In doing so, I provide a contextual backdrop for my
approach to the study and overtly profess that my unique experiences make no claims of
objectivity. This is a vital component in establishing trustworthiness in qualitative
inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 2004; McCormack, 2000a; McCormack, 2000b; Patton, 2002).
In addition to disclosing personal subjectivities, identifying positionality is
another important facet of rigorous qualitative research. As the researcher, I acknowledge
that the power differential is inherently unequal (deMarrais, 2004; Patton, 2002). This
acknowledgement helped me to be more aware of how participants viewed and responded
to my inquiry. In interviewing Black students, I experienced a number of commonalities,
or in-group positionalities. These included my race, co-curricular undergraduate
involvement, and geographic background. Another in-group position was my former
employment at Middle Southern University. Given that I had relationships with students
and colleagues, it was potentially easier for me to gain access to and build rapport with
students based our affiliations with the University. Since I completed my undergraduate
and graduate degrees elsewhere, these characteristics were considered out-group
positions. Additionally, some students may have perceived my middle-class status to be
externally positioned. In the cases that I was not considered “Black enough,” I was also
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positioned externally. Finally, in addition to my age difference, participants may have
viewed my professional role as a position of power.
As the associate director for external affairs for the Southern Miss Alumni
Association, I manage alumni engagement, fundraising efforts, programming, and
affinity partnerships with corporate sponsors. In addition, I also serve as a diversity
facilitator for a number of student organizations and leadership facilitator for a national
non-profit organization. This status may have caused others to see me as someone in a
position of authority therefore compelling students to “tell me what I wanted to hear.” Ingroup and out-group positionality, power structures, and subjectivities all played a role in
the research study. In sum, for the purposes of crafting this research design, selfawareness and intentional caveats regarding my positionality were vitally important to
my approach to the qualitative research process.
Methods
Since the central focus of narrative inquiry is storytelling, a number of methods
work to uncover stories and counterstories, which are narratives that are not often
highlighted in dominant ideology. In addition to offering more insight into an
individual’s life, interviews such as personal narratives, life stories, life histories, and
testimonio (used primarily in Spanish-speaking cultures) are often used in data collection
(Chase, 2005; Creswell, 2007; deMarrias, 2004; Patton, 2002). These methods deliver
alternatives to the metanarrative which has historically excluded people who are
marginalized by dominant ideology.
The specific method used for this study included semi-structured narrative
interviews. Semi-structured interviews are carefully planned interviews that aim to
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facilitate a conversation eliciting rich stories and allowing for flexibility (deMarrias,
2004; Patton, 2002). Riessman (2008) affirmed, “The goal in narrative interviewing is to
generate detailed accounts rather than brief answers or general statements” (p. 23). As
opposed to structured interviews, semi-structured interviews allowed for both the
participant and researcher to co-construct meaning. Since the researcher is traditionally
seen as the person in power, this method facilitated a shift in the power structure and
allowed for flexibility in the relationship between the researcher and the participant
(Chase, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Patton, 2002; Riessman, 2008).
In addition to setting up initial logistics such as time and location of the
interviews, I prepared for the interviews by developing an interview guide (Appendix E)
with lead questions corresponding to my research purpose and more specific questions
that corresponded with my research questions (deMarrais, 2004). The guide was
designed to elicit detailed responses and descriptions of participants’ experience in
college. According to Patton (2002), “An interview guide is prepared to ensure that the
same basic lines of inquiry are pursued with each person interviewed” (p. 343). This
process facilitated an organized interview and helped to ensure that the questions elicited
responses that ultimately answered my lead questions while still leaving room for
improvisation and tailoring during the interview (deMarrais, 2004; Janesick, 2003;
Patton, 2002).
During the interview guide construction process, additional logistical steps were
taken to ensure that the interview process is as seamless and organized as possible. Once
participants were selected, I contacted them via e-mail to schedule the interview
(Appendix C). During this correspondence, I thanked them for agreeing to participate,

64

provided an overview of interview topic, purpose, and research questions to assist in their
preparation for the interview. Additionally, I encouraged them to reflect on their stories
and personal experiences as they related to the topic. The correspondence also requested
the participants’ permission to record responses. Finally, I informed the participant of the
3-hour (maximum) interview timeframe, the potential need for follow-up interviews, and
the location of the interview.
Other a priori considerations included ethical considerations such as privacy and
confidentiality. To maintain confidentiality, all interviews took place at a private and
neutral space on the university campus, and each participant selected a pseudonym.
Materials that were brought to the interview included a digital recorder, extra batteries,
multiple pens, tissues, bottled water for the participant, the interview guide, and a consent
form. At the scheduled time of the interview, I greeted each participant, thanked them for
their involvement, presented and read the consent form (Appendix D) to the participant
that detailed the extent of the study, length of the interview, and explained their rights as
a participant, which included their ability to discontinue participation at any point during
the study. At the conclusion of explaining the study, I signed, dated, and provided
contact information and asked participants to provide the same information. I also
supplied a copy of the signed consent form for the participant. After offering an
opportunity for the participant to use the restroom, I offered a bottle of water, tested the
recorder, and began the interview.
During the interview, I facilitated a conversational interview that was a result of
thorough preparation. This level of planning laid the groundwork for building rapport
and neutrality with each participant. Rapport is the ability to gain trust with the
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participant and to convey the value of the participant’s time and experiences (Patton,
2002). Neutrality, on the other hand, is the ability to remain unaffected by responses that
might be otherwise shocking, disheartening or embarrassing (Patton, 2002). During the
interviews, it was important to incorporate elements of neutrality and rapport building in
order to create a non-judgmental environment. As the researcher it was important for me
to strike a balance with these two important competencies so that neither compromised
the other. While I desired to build a strong connection with each participant, it was
important to note that even when making an effort to maintain neutrality; it could not
always be achieved our interactions.
In keeping with my desire to build rapport, I asked open-ended questions based on
the interview guide to elicit stories but used each response as a point of departure for the
follow-up questions. Patton (2002) advised, “the truly open-ended question allows the
person being interviewed to select from among that person’s full repertoire of possible
responses…” (p. 354). During the interview, I noted the location description, full
participant description (using overt and descriptive wording), and any other observations
such as gestures or facial expressions. I also noted the time of day periodically
throughout the interview so as to connect any words or gestures during the transcription
phase of the interview. At the conclusion of the interview, I often continued to talk with
the participant about the experience, thanked the participant for her or his participation,
and sent a thank you note to each participant. Immediately following the interview, I
dictated a personal journal then expanded all written observations and descriptions into a
typed format detailing the interview and participant. At the conclusion of the interviews,
I listened to and transcribed all interviews in full using line numbers within Microsoft
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Word. Finally, in order to maintain privacy and confidentiality a posteriori, I kept all
hard-copy records in a locked file cabinet and all electronic files in password-protected
documents.
Trustworthiness
Since CRT seeks to expose and critique binaries, I intentionally built in
mechanisms to co-construct meaning with participants. Some ways that this was
accomplished was by using semi-structured interviews as previously discussed. This
allowed participants to guide the interview and share in the meaning making process.
Additionally, engaging in member checking was another way to include the participants
in the process (Chase, 2005; Patton, 2002). The following details specific precautions
that I employed to increase trustworthiness.
One measure to enhance trustworthiness included keeping a reflective journal.
Also called reflective memos, Patton (2002) suggested maintaining a journal to chronicle
insights, areas for improvements, new questions, frustrations and other reactions and
reflections. In addition to adding rigor to the study, this process aided me in making
connections in the data during the analysis and interpretation phase of the process.
Additionally, it heightened my awareness of how my subjectivities were interacting with
how I made sense of the data. Another mechanism for increasing trustworthiness was
writing analytic memos (Charmaz, 2003; Patton, 2002). By dictating and transcribing
patterns in the data and my process of moving from codes to categories to themes, I was
able to identify linkages and tensions within the data. Charmaz (2003) echoed that using
memos is an important step in executing a rigorous qualitative study. This practice was
helpful in drawing connections in the analysis/interpretation phase of the research
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process. As a final, and important, step in increasing trustworthiness, I engaged
participants in member checks. Using Chase’s (2005) and Patton’s (2002)
recommendations, after formal analysis, I communicated with participants via e-mail
(Appendix G) and provided them with the identified themes as well as their
corresponding stories and offered opportunities for them to augment and clarify if they
felt that the data was not representative of what they intended. In addition to
strengthening the rigor of the study, this also aided in facilitating a collaborative
relationship with the participants and me where power was shared.
As a final note, during transcription, I began the initial analysis phase by noting
observer comments indicating tone, hesitation, speed, verbalized pauses (such as “um” or
“ah”) and other observations that would not have been gleaned simply from reading the
interview text. Following that process, I began the formal analysis.
Analysis/Interpretation
After transcribing each of the nine interviews, I employed Wolcott’s (1994)
overall recommendation for approaching the analysis and interpretation phase of the
research process. Given the need to view analysis as a holistic, interconnected process,
Wolcott explained analysis and interpretation as a three-pronged approach, which
included description, analysis and interpretation. Description is an initial process that
examines the researcher’s observations as well as a data collected by the researcher.
Succinctly, description asks the question, “What’s going on here?” (p. 12). The analysis
phase of the process looks at how things work together, and in some cases, how they
could work better. It is a systematic approach where the researcher looks for
intersections, connections, and tensions (Wolcott, 1994). Finally, interpretation addresses
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the question “What does it all mean?” Although analysis and interpretation is a fluid
process that is difficult to separate into discrete steps, Wolcott recommended these in
making the analysis and interpretation process more thorough.
Given this framework, I began the analysis process by listening and reading my
pre and post-interview reflective journals. Additionally, using Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
framework on thematic analysis, I re-read the transcripts multiple times. This process
helped me to immerse myself in the data and to see the data from multiple angles (Braun
and Clark, 2006; McCormack, 2000a; Wolcott, 1994.) During the process of reading, I
underlined, highlighted, and made notes on the transcripts assisted with the formal
analysis process. Additionally, I studied my field notes and made connections between
field notes and spoken words in order to make sense of the role of tone and gestures.
This process illustrates Wolcott’s (1994) description phase during analysis.
Subsequently, I began formal thematic analysis, which consisted of coding and
categorizing data in order to identify patterns in data. Braun and Clarke (2006) defined
thematic analysis as “a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes)
within data” (p. 6). During this phase of the process, I first looked at narratives
individually in order to understand the intricacies of each participant’s story. Although I
developed themes later in the process, I used Chase’s (2005) recommendation to “listen
first to the voices within each narrative” (p. 663). This helped me to understand the
various connections within each narrative before looking for repetitive patterns across the
nine interviews. This process began with reading each transcript line by line and
assigning codes to each term or meaning unit that offered insights into the participant’s
story (Appendix F). Saldana (2013) defined a code as “a word or short phrase that
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symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence capturing, and/or evocative attribute
for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 3). Since there is no single approach
to coding, the coding cycle could include one word or a summary of an entire page of text
(Ezzy, 2002; Saldana, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Therefore, during this phase, I
often included words and phrases in order to lessen the decontextualization that can
happen during the coding process (Braun & Clark, 2006).
As with various forms of analyses and interpretation styles, there are a variety of
coding styles that exist within qualitative research. For this study, I used a combination
of descriptive coding and In Vivo coding. Saldana (2013) noted, “Descriptive Coding
summarizes in a word or short phrase – most often as a noun – the basic topic of a
passage of qualitative data” (p. 88). In contrast, an In Vivo code is the exact word or
phrase taken directly from the data. Wolcott’s (1994) framework regarding description,
aligned with these styles of coding, and helped me to make sense of what was going on in
the data from the perspective of context as opposed to organizing codes out of context.
Since each individual’s voice is vital in CRT, descriptive coding provided an
opportunity for me to summarize and contextualize simultaneously. With these
recommendations in mind, I read each transcript line by line and assigned a descriptive
code, which summarized the context of the participants’ experience or an In Vivo code,
which was the exact word that was used6. 1 An illustration of this process is provided in
Appendix F.
These steps within the analysis phase were helpful in providing a bridge between
placing items into discrete categories and contextualizing (Ezzy, 2002). Saldana (2013)
6

I distinguished between the two types of codes by writing each code in the right
margin of the transcript and using quotation marks to signify In Vivo codes.
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cautioned, “Coding is not a precise science; it is primarily an interpretive act” (p. 4).
This assertion implies that the process is based on the researcher’s subjectivities, research
questions, and theoretical lens. Furthermore, it is a step that cannot occur without some
level of interpretation. Additionally, he rationalized that although coding is often
associated exclusively with reducing data, “a code can sometimes summarize, distill, or
condense data” (p. 4), which was helpful in understanding the larger meanings within the
data.
After coding each interview, I classified the codes into categories then gradually
collapsed the codes into themes. As Ezzy (2002) reflected, “The process is not linear or
clear. Rather, it is often confusing, frustrating and somewhat chaotic” (p. 90). The
process of moving from codes to categories to themes certainly mirrored Ezzy’s
description, and in order to make sense of the chaos, I created a concept map that
highlighted the complexities and connections within the data while illustrating the
relationships within each theme. Kinchin et al. (2010) and Hay and Kinchin (2006) noted
that concept maps aid in illustrating relationships, connections and patterns in the data.
Additionally, this analysis tool illuminated the complexities within the data “by focusing
on how participants in a situation conceptualize that situation” (Kinchin, Streatfield, &
Hay, 2010, p. 55). After coding the data, organizing the codes into categories, and
making meaning of the concept map, I developed four themes that will be introduced in
Chapter 4.
Based on Wolcott’s (1994) conceptualization, the process of moving from
description to analysis to interpretation helped to provide clear steps during this phase of
the research process. Since the goals of the study were to privilege participants’ voices, it
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should be noted that thematic analysis brings with it limitations. Literature suggests that
thematic analysis has the tendency to “disaggregate individuals, focusing on codes and
categories rather than people as the units of analysis” (Ezzy, 2002, p. 95). While I chose
to organize the data within themes, it was also important for me to ensure that
participants’ personal accounts were highlighted. As a result, once the data was
organized into themes, I chose to represent the data using extended quotations. While the
fragments of the data that were broken into codes were important in making meaning of
each story, “The parts of the story become significant only as they are placed within the
context of the whole narrative” (Ezzy, 2005, p. 95). With these paradigms in mind, I
represented the data in a way that emphasized the story as opposed to a generalized
theme. The specifics regarding how the data is represented are highlighted in the section
that follows.
Representation
After analyzing and identifying themes within the data, I represented the data as
counternarratives. Counternarratives place emphasis on a story that is not traditionally
exposed in dominant ideology. Therefore these stories endeavor to “cast doubt on the
validity of accepted premises or myths, especially ones that are held by the majority”
(Hairston, 2010, p. 786) and recount lived experiences of others (Delgado, 1995; LadsonBillings, 1998). So, in using counterstories within the context of this study, the goal was
to illuminate the lived experiences of African American college students as they told their
story of racial identity negotiation at Middle Southern University.
In seeking to go beyond discrete themes and categories, I chose to represent the
data in a way that organized the overarching concepts in the form of themes while
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simultaneously giving voice to participants. Often associated with narrative analysis, this
choice “emphasizes that the nature of an event or belief is not to be found in the event or
belief itself, but the relationship of the event or believe to a broader interpretive
framework or narrative” (Ezzy, 2002, p. 95). This means that while the coding and
thematic analysis process was vital to my understanding of the data, it was also important
for me to understand the broader interconnections. Additionally, since the purpose of the
study was to critique campus ecological characteristics through heightened
understandings of participants’ stories, I chose to include the context of beliefs and events
in extended narratives to illuminate the significance and purposes of said events (Ezzy,
2002).
The representation of the data is divided into two chapters. Chapter 4 frames the
subject of race and racial identity based on participants’ opinions about the terms Black
and African American. The latter portion of the chapter discusses Cougar Camp, which
was an extended orientation session that illustrated the intersectionality of the themes.
Chapter 5, then, represents the data in relation to the four themes developed through
thematic analysis.
Summary
The purpose of this study was to critique campus ecological characteristics in
relation to Black student experiences of negotiating racial identity at a large metropolitan
university in the mid-south. Through narrative inquiry as the methodology and semistructured narrative interviews as the method, I elicited stories regarding institutional,
symbolic, and personal racism, campus climate, privilege and oppression, and racial
identity development as they relate to the undergraduate experience. The data
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representation in Chapters 4 and 5 were developed based on the thematic analysis and
interpretation previously discussed in this chapter and represent the lived experiences of
the nine participants who engaged in the study.
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Chapter 4
Representation (Part I)
Chapters 4 and 5 provide an overview of the findings of the study. Resulting
from nine narrative interviews, these chapters are devoted to sharing participants’ stories.
While the purpose of the study was not to generalize the students’ experiences, I
identified four themes that help to organize and make sense of the larger ideas that
stemmed from repetitive patterns in the data. Furthermore, with the guidance of the
research questions and theoretical lens, I identified the themes that will be represented in
Chapters 4 and 5.
While the themes help to summarize the patterns in the data, it is important to
note that they do not necessarily equate to being found across all nine interviews. This
nuanced form of narrative analysis is as Reissman (2008) described, “case-centered as
opposed to theorizing across cases” (p. 74). Braun and Clarke (2006) reiterated this
sentiment stating, “A theme might be given considerable space in some data items, and
little or none in others, or it might appear in relatively little of the data set” (p. 10). Based
on these recommendations, I identified stories and themes that helped to tell a compelling
counterstory regarding identity negotiation in college. This decision underscores the
importance of researcher judgment and flexibility in the narrative analysis process (Braun
& Clarke, 2006; Reissman, 2008). Additionally, this choice reiterates the goal of
transferability as opposed to generalizability across all nine interviews. These analytic
philosophies guided the cultivation of the themes and stories that follow.
In light of my theoretical lens of critical race theory (CRT) and methodological
choice of narrative inquiry, the representation of the data focuses on privileging

75

participants’ stories. As such, the title of each theme is based, in large part, on the direct
quotations gathered from participants. The themes include (a) “Being an African
American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when
everything is Black”: Detachment from and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in
the middle”: Navigating biculturalism; and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”:
Division within the campus environment.
Though I employed thematic analysis, I purposefully extended participants’
quotations in order to minimize the decontextualization that can result from coding and
thematic representation. With the participants’ stories in focus, these themes represent
experiences of negotiating racial identity at a large, comprehensive university in the midsouth. Before representing the participants’ stories in relation to each theme in Chapter 5,
Chapter 4 provides a brief description of the participants in the study, a discussion about
the use of the terms Black and African American, then concludes with Cougar Camp, a
pivotal extended orientation experience shared by all of the participants. The discussion
of the terms Black and African American, as well as the extended orientation program are
used to illustrate the complexities and intersections that arose within each of these
themes. This framework provides context for the remaining discussion and
representation of race and racial identity in Chapter 5.
Participants
As was mentioned in Chapter 3, nine undergraduate students took part in the
study and shared their experiences of negotiating identity at a large metropolitan
university in the mid-south. This section introduces the participants in the order that they
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were interviewed and provides a brief physical description of each based on observations
during and field notes taken during the interviews.
Ashley. Ashley is a junior from the local area majoring in professional studies
with an emphasis in political science and plans to attend law school. Ashley is
approximately 5’4” and weighs about 120 pounds. Her heart-shaped face is the color of
walnut and she has a dimple in her left cheek. She has brown eyebrows that are evenly
arched throughout. Her dark brown hair is worn down and tucked behind her ears and
forms a wavy pattern (as if it has been rolled). She is wearing half-inch pearl earring
studs. She is dressed in a cotton turquoise cardigan with three quarter-sized brown
buttons and navy capri pants that are tapered two inches above the ankles. On her left
wrist, she is wearing a white watch that appears to be plastic with a two-inch face that
accented with gold links. She is wearing floral lace-up shoes that are peppered with hues
of red, yellow, pink, and white and appear to be leather. Prior to the interview, Ashley
inquired about my research, engaged in small talk, and seemed eager to participate.
Kaet (pronounced Kate). Kaet is a junior marketing management major with an
interest in the fashion industry. Her pixy cut hairstyle rests just above her ears and
features a part on the left side of her scalp. With a sand colored skin complexion, she
weighs approximately 110 pounds and stands about 5’4”. She has an oval-shaped face
and prominent cheekbones. She is wearing one inch wide gold quatrefoil shaped
earrings, a short-sleeve mauve shirt with a cowl neckline that appears to be constructed
from a cotton blend fabric. She is also wearing tapered jeans that are navy blue. Her
crossed legs at the ankle reveal moccasin styled shoes that are the color of mustard and
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appear to be made from suede. Kaet’s demeanor was a bit reserved but she quickly
became talkative when the interview began.
Clive. Clive is a junior marketing management major from the local area. He is
approximately 5’10” and weighs about 180 pounds. His complexion is the color of
caramel. Clive’s hair is about three inches all over and has one-centimeter thick eye
brows. He also has a mustache that is about one-quarter-inch thick in the middle and
tapers at the ends. He is wearing a banana colored short-sleeved T-shirt with a half-inch
light blue pony insignia over his left chest. He is also wearing light blue oxford cloth flat
front shorts, camel colored leather slip-on shoes with dark brown rubber soles. Switching
back and forth from slouching in his seat to leaning forward, Clives’s overall demeanor
was relaxed and confident throughout the interview.
Alexander. Alexander is a Midwesterner who is majoring in the music industry
with an emphasis in business. With the complexion of mahogany, he stands about 5’8”
and weighs about 170 pounds. His hair is half an inch long all around. He has thin
eyebrows and hazel eyes that are framed by black plastic glasses. He is wearing cotton
blue and white floral short-sleeved buttoned down shirt with grey buttons that are inch
wide. On the bottom, he is wearing khaki colored cargo shorts that stop a half-inch above
the knee. His shoes are brown leather loafers that feature one-eight inch leather strings
that form a bow. He is wearing two one-quarter inch thick bracelets that are blue and
yellow respectively. As he waits for the interview to begin, he taps his right fingers on
the table nervously yet expresses his eagerness to begin.
Anna. Anna is a junior public relations major from the local area. She is about
5’2” and weighs approximately 105 pounds. Wearing tortoise shell plastic glasses that
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frame her elongated eyes (that almost appear closed when she expresses any form of
emotion). Anna’s complexion is chocolate brown and her dark brown hair extends just
beyond her earlobes. She is wearing a red T-shirt with the words “Up ‘Til Dawn,” dark
wash jeans, and brown sandals with four one-quarter inch leather straps that form two Xs
and meet at her ankles. Her toes are finished with a coral nail polish and her fingernails
are painted pink. She is wearing a watch that features an ivory and gold face with a camel
colored leather band. She is wearing two gold rings on her middle finger and in an evenkeeled manner, waits with clasped hands for the interview to begin.
Ronald. Ronald is a business economics major from 30 miles outside the local
area. He stands about 5’10” and weighs approximately 145 pounds. Ronald’s hair is cut
close (as if freshly cut). His pecan-colored complexion is accented by black plastic
framed glasses, a thin mustache and goatee. Coming directly from his job at a local
restaurant, he is wearing long-sleeved button down shirt with one-quarter inch white
plastic buttons, a black tie, black pants, grey and red argyle socks and black leather laceup shoes. Ronald, whose personality is serious, yet engaging leans forward indicating
interest in beginning our conversation.
Jrue (Pronounced Drew). A junior majoring in criminal justice and criminology,
Jrue is an out-of-state student from the Midwest. He is approximately 5’7” and weighs
approximately 140 pounds. His complexion is the color of honey, and as he smiles, his
half-inch thick eyebrows raise causing his forehead to form three horizontal wrinkles. As
Jrue continues to smile, his prominent dimples form on both sides of his cheeks. Jrue
has a thin mustache and emerging goatee. He is wearing a T-shirt related to the extended
orientation session, Cougar Camp, green, brown, and tan camouflage pants, and gym
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shoes. Additionally, he is carrying a black and gold lanyard with three letters of the
Greek organization with which he affiliates. Before we began, he apologized for running
behind and explained that he came directly from a four-hour student leader training
session. After we discussed the format of the interview, he leaned forward, crossed his
legs at the knees, and spoke of his excitement about being involved.
Jacob. Jacob is a junior majoring in criminal justice and criminology from the
local area. Jacob is about 6-feet-tall and 160 pounds. His caramel colored complexion is
smooth and is accentuated by a mole that is about five millimeters above his left nostril.
He is wearing a white baseball cap with the athletic mark of Mid-Southern University, a
grey short-sleeved T-shirt with the words “Don’t keep calm, serve the community,” and
khaki shorts and socks that reach his mid-calf and feature yellow and navy horizontal
stripes. He is also wearing navy Nike shoes that are accented with a grey mesh material
over the toes and grey shoelaces. Prior to beginning, Jacob and I were interrupted by a
phone call from his mom. After a brief conversation, he apologized and an indicated that
he was ready to begin.
Kerri. Kerri is a native of the local area and is a junior majoring in
communications with a minor in sociology. Standing at about 5’2” and 150 pounds,
Kerri’s skin tone is the color of mocha and she has an oval-shaped face that is accented
by a wide smile and almond-shaped eyes. Kerri has straight jet black hair that is about
four inches past her shoulders. She is wearing a cotton, boat neck shirt that is accented
with coral and white horizontal stripes, dark wash capri jeans that are rolled just above
the ankle and black thong sandals that form the shape of a “Y” and fasten at the ankles.
She is also wearing gold star-shaped earrings and holds a white ponytail holder as she
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talks. She carries a black leather bag that is approximately 14 inches tall and eight inches
wide with gold zippers and embellishments. Kerri has a bubbly personality and describes
herself as “excited” as we begin the interview.
Each of the 9 participants shared varying perceptions, experiences and stories
related to the college experience and their highlighted stories help to make meaning of
racial identity negotiation at a large metropolitan university in the mid-south. Beginning
with their preferences related to racial labels, the next section frames the discussion with
regard to terminology often used to describe Black and African American populations in
America.
Black or African American? Framing Racial Identity
When conceptualizing the data collection process, one of the topics that interested
me was racial identity preferences. Given the study’s focus on race and racial identity, it
was important to frame the students’ stories by first discussing the terms Black and
African American. As a Black researcher, I did not want to make assumptions regarding
how the participants identified. I anticipated that each of the participants would use the
terms Black and African American interchangeably given societal descriptions but wanted
to know how they made meaning of these terms.
Each of the nine participants identified as Black or African American, and while
some expressed preferences, no one seemed to have a strong connection to either term.
Given that the responses were based on opinion and did not elicit stories, I chose to
represent this data as a transcript including my questions, clarifications, and responses.
In addition, this style of representation displays the co-construction that was discussed at
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length in Chapter 3. Excerpts of our conversations focusing on this question illustrate
students’ thoughts on this subject.
Shea: And as we’re talking about race, I don’t want to assume anything. You’ve
used a couple of different terms but how do you identify?
Alexander: Umm, I’m Black. I feel like, you know, I guess that some people that
feel sensitive like, ‘No, I’m African American.’ I’m like, at the end of the day,
you’re Black. You know, it’s not going to change drastically where everybody’s
gonna say African American.
Shea: What do you think shaped your preference for Black over African
American?
I don’t know. I just feel like, it just never really bothered me. And it was never
was stressed upon me like, you’re an African American. You know, you’re a
strong African American male. Like, I know (emphasized with increased volume)
I am, but I mean, it’s just me saying I’m Black. Like, I guess I don’t really think
of it too much.
While Alexander’s response tilted toward Black, he indicated that he had not thought
about the terms in relation to preference. On the other hand, Ashley felt that they carried
the same meanings.
Ashley: They’re the same thing to me. Yeah, they’re really the same thing. I
think Black just sounds harsher. African American is like the nicer way of saying
Black.
Shea: Yeah. But if you could choose, which one would you pick?
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Honestly, depends on who I'm talking to. If I'm talking to my little brother… I
would say ‘I’m Black just like you.’ If I’m talking to my boss, who’s Afri—
who’s, who is probably White, I would probably say African American, only
because of the association that comes with the term Black.
Shea: What association, just those negative-Yeah! Those negative—but if I’m talking to my little brother, he’s gon’ be like,
‘African American!?’ {laughter} You you know, because they’re used to saying
Black. Like, ‘I’m Black.’ I'm Black, you know, but in, in more of a corporate or
setting like that, it's more African American. That’s the appropriate term for it.
You know, but if you say, Black, it’s like, 'Oh, you're Black? ‘Yeah, I’m African
American.’ ‘Oh. Okay.’ “I thought you were Black.’ [laughing]
In this passage, Ashley’s light-hearted distinction between Black and African American
indicate that the term African American is preferred by the dominant White majority, and
her use of it consequently depends on the audience. When probed, she discussed these
adjustments.
Shea: So do you think that changes on campus, those expectations-- or maybe a
better way to say that is; do you find yourself switching based on the group, or—
Ashley: Uhmm…yeah, I would say so.
Shea: How so?
Ashley: Like Black (emphasized) Scholars Unlimited. [laughter]
Shea: Yup. Yup. Good point!
Ashley: And so, I, I would classify as being Black but if I’m talking to um, one of
…one of the White groups, I might use African American. You know...It just
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sounds more appropriate. You know, and so…yeah, you know, even if I'm talking
to a professor, I wouldn't say Black. I would say-Shea: You wouldn't?
Ashley: No. I would say African American, whether they are Black or White.
You know, because, it’s just…it's like a more, professional more clean term and
so, it's kind of like ummm…I think, that's bad example, but you might be able to
follow me.
Shea: Yeah, okay.
Ashley: Like vehicle and car.
Shea: Okay.
Ashley: They’re the same (emphasized with increased volume) thing, but vehicle
sounds like, vehicle (louder), and, car is just, car (softer), you know? You know—
you kind of get what I'm saying? Car, doesn’t bring any negative connotation, but
it's kind of like how their yeah-Shea: It sort of expands the vocabulary a little bit.
Ashley: Yeah. Right. Exactly.
Here, Ashley distinguished that in addition to the social acceptance of African American,
the use of African American versus Black is based on formality. Additionally, as
indicated by my observation, Ashley’s inflection along with her tempo helped to illustrate
her differentiation between the two terms.
In addition to Ashley, Jacob also felt that African American simply “sounds
better.” He was especially interested in this part of the conversation because he often
contemplated the two terms.
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Jacob: I like, aw, that’s a good one. Because I was like—I don’t know which one
to say. Um, I like…African American better.
Shea: Do you?
Jacob: It sounds better to me than just Black or White. It sounds more like a race,
a race bias kind of thing to me.
Shea: Which one sounds like a bias?
Jacob: If you say just like White or Black or anything like that. Um, I like
Caucasian or African American but I do sometimes do say Black, White, um just
sometimes. But I do, feel like I, I connect more with the terms African American
and Caucasian.
Shea: Yeah. Do you connect your identity to Africa or to America?
Jacob: Um, to America.
Shea: Sure. Just curiosity.
Jacob: Um, I just see that I was born in United States and but I do like the term
African American.
Shea: Just rolls off the tongue better?
Jacob: Yeah. Black is more of harsh. It’s like-Both Ashley and Jacob used the term “harsh” to describe Black and after some
discussion, Jacob described the role of the audience:
Jacob: Yeah, I guess it depends on who you are talking to. I can definitely tell
that I would definitely say Black if I’m like with other African Americans. I don’t
know. I would say, Black. But if I’m around like…a different kind of group… I
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don’t know… I probably say White again it just like peers. I guess it depends on
if there’s an older person or something.
Jacob’s use of the word varied based on audience as well. When in more comfortable
settings, he used the term Black but when in White audiences, he used African American.
He also equated the use of the word Black as an in-group versus out-group dynamic.
Similar to the “N” word, he felt that the use of Black should only be used within the
Black community.
Jacob: I guess when I’m with my African American peers. It’s like, I can--I guess
it depends on who I’m trying to connect with. Um if I’m with a group of African
Americans, I would be like, yeah, if I’m describing someone to them then I would
be like, yeah, the Black guy, tall, or whatever, if I’m trying to describe someone
to like a Caucasian group, I would say like African American guy because I don’t
want them to, like I wouldn’t say the “N” word. So I wouldn’t want them to say
the “N” word kinda thing so why say Black, and then they say, I don’t know, I
feel like, if they say Black or, it’s going to be like the “N” word—
Shea: Really?
Jacob: --to me and then I wouldn’t feel comfortable.
Shea: So you would prefer to be called African American by a White person?
Jacob: Yeah. You know, I understand…I don’t know. I understand the word,
Black. If someone says, Black man, I wouldn’t take that kind of offense to it, but
um I don’t know it would be…more easy to say African American.
Shea: So, if I’m hearing correctly, you feel like the word Black is more of a Black
community word like, to be used among--.
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Jacob: Like the “N” word. I’m more acceptable for them to use it than I would a
White person.
In Ashley and Jacob’s cases, fluctuation from Black to African American was not limited
to White audiences. In order to sound more professional, they used African American
when they associated with people (such as professors) in positions of power.
Ronald’s use of the term African American related to cultural background and
history. As with many of the participants, he believed that its use was more widely
accepted.
Ronald: Um, African American kind of means more like your, your background
like your cultural background and it’s like Black is more of a race, so you would
more want to identify with you know places than a race, like, it’s a color. Like
you’re Black, but you know African American is kind of like calling someone a,
like even with term White or Black, you know I feel like it should be either
Caucasian or African American, or um Asian American, like instead of saying
like White or Black. Like, if you look at some of the other, like Asian American
you don’t call them White or Black you say Asian American. So why can’t we
just say African American? And then say Caucasian. Why does it have to do with
White or Black? And, I think that that is tied from um the Civil Rights Movement
and kinda how it was in our past history with White fountains, Black fountains,
you know colored people, um White people you know that kind of is tied from
that and I wish that kind of term would just kind of stop.
Shea: You said that African American is more cultural to you, what makes it—
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Ronald: Yeah, it’s more, it feels more, I guess, socially, acceptable instead of just
White or Black. It, it sounds better honestly, just African American like, oh, that
Black guy over there or the Caucasian male, or you can say that African
American male, or the Black male, like it’s a it’s a color, you know. I don’t know.
Ronald’s explanation began from a place of history when he tied the use of the term
African American back to culture but as the conversation progressed, he theorized that
the uses of Black and White stemmed from the Civil Rights era, and finally, he
determined that African American simply “sounds better,” symbolizing its wider
acceptance in dominant culture.
Clive’s views on the term differed from the previous, in that he responded (after a
lengthy pause) to this question from a historical and biological perspective.
Um……I guess, I would say, I am African American. Because, you know it all
goes back down to technically, even though a lot of people say, ‘why do ya’ll call
yourselves African American if you’re not African?’ But, you know, our lineage
our DNA, you can follow it all the way back. It goes back to Africa so, so our
roots are there. Even though I may not physically be from Africa, it still, you
know, my lineage goes back to Africa, therefore I’m African American. And you
know like I say, the American part comes too you know, I was born here. I’m an
American citizen. So African American, you know, it takes more breath to say it
when you can say Black, but technically I do consider myself to be an African
American.
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Clive’s use of African American is based on heritage and helps him to connect back to
his African roots. For him, the marriage of African and American symbolize his
bicultural identity.
Kaet also looked at the two terms from an academic perspective. Additionally,
given her knowledge of theoretical associations to the term, she asserted that the uses of
both terms were based on a social construction.
Shea: Now I’ve heard you say Black and African American, so how do you
identify racially?
Kaet: Black.
Shea: Okay. So—
Kaet: I use Black and African American interchangeably
Shea: Uh huh
Kaet: But I don’t truly think they’re interchangeable.
Shea: Okay.
Kaet: Just because I have a friend who is African American, and she’s White!
So—
Shea: Say more about that. Is she from—
Kaet: She’s from Africa [shared laughter]! Actually, she’s more African
American than I am because she, her family is from South Africa.
At this point, Kaet facilitated a conversation regarding her concern with labels as they
relate to the social construction of race.
Kaet: Yeah, I honestly that’s why people don’t like identifying and labeling
certain things, but I just, at my last school, we were a liberal arts school, so we
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really talked about just race, ethnicity, everything and one of my classes,
we…that’s where we really started to distinguish between Black and African
American. Because Black, to me, means that your family comes from like my
Godsister and I had this argument last night (shared laughter)
Shea: Just in time for this! Ha ha ha.
Kaet: No, um, we were watching, what were we watching? Jeez what were we
watching? Captain, Captain Avenger!
Shea : Okay.
Kaet: And there’s a Black guy (inaudible). Black guy, French guy, Asian guy and
a White guy…and we were talking I called him Black. She goes, ‘he’s Haitian.’
I say okay you can be specific however, however, I say Black because his, his
people were brought from the Af—from African, so they are from the African
diaspora. Because they migrated elsewhere and that’s what I learned in my class.
The African diaspora that’s what we learned.
Shea: Uh huh.
Kaet: But, I don’t label as African American, just because I feel like technically,
to be politically correct in this…world that’s not politically correct, I’m African
American, but I say Black.
Kaet’s explanation acknowledged the historical significance of labeling. Here, she
articulated society’s role in creating politically correct terms. Thus, her aversion to
political correctness shaped her preference for the term Black.
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Approaching the topic from a different angle, Kerri found the use of African
American to be perplexing due to her disconnection to Africa. When asked about her
preference, she speculated,
Kerri: Oh, I don't know [shared laughter]. I don’t know! I think that it's really
silly to call yourself, like African American. Cause I mean, I'm American. I've
never been to Africa before in my life. I don't know. I don't know which one. I
just…{chuckle}I think I use them pretty much interchangeably.
Shea: But you're more comfortable—
Kerri: I guess I'm more comfortable with saying Black. I don't know. I kind of
think about it from a White/Caucasian standpoint. If I was White, I would want
to be called White instead of Caucasian.
Shea: You wouldn't?
Kerri: I said I would.
Shea: Okay.
Kerri: I think Caucasian sounds weird. Just like African American can sound
weird sometimes. I think we need to say it to sound kind of official {laughs} or
something like that. I don't know.
Shea: Official meaning?
Kerri: I don't know. Just like, more professional, I guess. You know, but when
you think about it, like does it really matter? It’s weird…So, I don't know, I guess
Black. I would say I'm Black before I would say I'm African American.
While Kerri preferred the term Black, her responses indicated a limited connection to
either term. This demonstrates that she questioned whether or not the terms should be
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used at all. Furthermore, like others, she asserted that the term African American sounds
more professional, thus more widely accepted.
Each of the participants’ racial identity preferences indicate that while they use
the terms interchangeably, each carried differing opinions about the words and their uses.
Furthermore, whether they preferred Black or African American, their responses suggest
that African American is more accepted by dominant culture. This overview of these
terms and their uses help to frame the representation of the extended orientation
experience, Cougar Camp and the remaining data that will be discussed in Chapter 5.
Cougar Camp
Middle Southern University provides a number of avenues to ease the transition
from high school to college. Among these are a required freshmen orientation session,
which includes a wide array of programming related to academic advising, registration,
and policies and procedures related to starting college. Additionally, students can elect to
participate in an extended orientation program, which takes place at an off-campus
location. Over a four-day span, this orientation program, Cougar Camp, is led by a group
of upperclassmen student counselors who guide students through university traditions,
history, and academic survival strategies such as time management. Additionally,
students develop life skills in areas such as managing finances, interpersonal skills, and
campus involvement opportunities. Cougar Camp has gained a reputation for fostering a
family-like experience where new students are able to develop lasting connections that
lead to increased retention and graduation rates when compared to participants to do not
elect to take part in the experience.
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Cougar Camp was clearly a significant aspect of each of these students’
experience. Specifically, participants spoke of the support system that Cougar Camp
families provided well after the conclusion of the summer sessions. While they attributed
the camp to their success in college and affinity for the university, they also discussed a
session that took place during the camp that was developed specifically for African
American students. This session, also known as The Talk, was designed to provide an
open forum for Black counselors and new students to discuss the college transition in
relation to Black racial identity. Given the significance of this experience to the
participants’ entry to college, I chose to include it as a point of context before discussing
the data in relation to the four previously mentioned themes. Additionally, I chose to
represent participants’ stories as extended quotations instead of as transcripts in order to
focus on their voice and how they made meaning of the experience.
Ashley explained the purpose of Cougar Camp as an opportunity for new students
to connect to other peers and learn about the university,
Cougar Camp is like new students um come in like, uh, primarily first time
transfer students or first year students coming from high school and they take
them basically to the middle of nowhere, and you know, they have Cougar Camp
dads, moms aunts and uncles who are other students and they’re in cabins and it's
just a, a chance for them to get to know each other for them to ah understand how
campus works. They learn the chants. They learn the dances. They learn, you
know, how the school was founded and established and different things like that.
And just, you know, just break them in before they come here. So basically when
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school starts, um, they'll see familiar faces. They won't feel as, you know…um
exiled.
The family dynamic of the four-day experience provided an instant community that
positioned Ashley for success in college.
In addition to the small group sessions, team-building opportunities, education on
university traditions, and practical strategies for academic success, many students
described the The Talk as a student-led session that addressed the unique challenges for
Black students.
Jrue, a camper-turned-counselor, described the purpose of the session as an
opportunity for honest dialogue.
And so what The Talk is where the Black counselors take the minority students,
mostly Black students, um off to the corners of the camp, wherever it is they
choose to, um and really just give them the real deal of what to expect,
stereotypes they need to break, um these attitudes and whatever they think they
can bring to college you need to leave that at the door. Habits that if you need to
break, all that. So like we really just try to be real with them and not try to
sugarcoat anything.
In his description, Jrue introduced the topics that are discussed in the session, which
included expectations based on stereotypes and the unwritten rules for success.
While each participant described the camp as a positive experience overall,
Ashley felt that the session separated the Black students from other participants.
But the only thing I can remember, um, far as that kind of separated and brought
reality was little bit was, they did this thing—um, [laughs] I felt like I was
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pledging in Greek or something-- but they tied our eyes up and you know, we
couldn't see, and they walked us through um, walked us through this back alley,
or something sounded like we had, I don't know, we were tied together. We had to
hold the person in front of us. It was just creepy.
Ashley noted that this experience illustrated “reality,” thus emphasizing that in some
ways, the other elements of Cougar Camp are different from the “real world.” As she
continued, she explained the moments leading up to the session,
Um, they took us to this dark room and then they called us out by name, told us to
line up, and blind folded us, walked us through across I don't even know where
they walked us from, we were blind folded, but next thing you know we ended up
in like the woods, it’s this wooded area um, and basically it was just all Black
girls and Black instructors and they were just telling us how they just begin telling
us like, how to…act like a lady on campus but they were sa—they were
presenting it from a Black perspective.
Ashley described the moments preceding the session and the delivery of the content as
“creepy.” Additionally, the session trained on appropriate behaviors and expectations in
college. Kerri spoke about these expectations as related to appearance.
Yeah, they talked about appearance. They told the girls not be wearing extremely
revealing clothes um, they told them about um, kind of within the Black Greek
climate on campus, how a lot of the guys were not sometimes the best guys when
it came to relationships. And that you shouldn't just you know be going after all
these Greek guys when you come to college.
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During this conversation, Kerri described the concept of being lady-like and shared that
this equated to avoiding revealing clothing and decorum when dating, particularly as it
related to fraternity men.
Many of the participants described the sessions as a gender-specific training.
Ronald described the moments leading up to the session as well as his initial reactions.
We were outside. We had to go up the steps to this cabin out the way—well, not
way, but just behind this other real stuff major stuff. And honestly, I know about
fraternities and everything, so I thought we were about to get hazed, like entered
into a fraternity and I was like, okay I’m not ready for this right now Like, they
need to calm down, and they were like sit down, and it was dark in there they had
flashlights. And they were waiting for more people to come in there, and we were
waiting and they were kind of getting aggressive like, ‘be quiet.’ Like, ‘this is
serious.’ And I was like, I don’t know what is going on? Are we in trouble or
something? And they first opened up and like, and basically they were telling us
that they were disappointed in us the way we been acting. Basically saying that
we were of acting like stereotypical, stereotypical Black males. How people are
around here, you know, like, chasing after the girls, wearing their pants sagging,
their shorts sagging and you know using cuss words and I guess just really not
living, being a gentleman I guess. And they were just telling us we need live up to
um, you know, a higher standards like basically put ourselves and when we get on
campus, focus on our grades, get involved, and basically like flock to some of the
older mentors, make sure we, we do those things.
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Here, Ronald indicated confusion and fear based on the counselors’ approach to The
Talk. Additionally, as someone who described himself as shy and already “put together,”
he was unsure of the need to discussion guidelines for romantic relationships, language,
or dressing standards.
Alexander echoed many of the same aspects of The Talk by comparing the men’s
discussion to the women’s,
The guys have one; the girls have one. I always hear like negative things about the
girls. I feel like they need to, whatever they need to do, they need to fix that. But
the guys are good, mine was good. Just because they were like look we’re here to
help you. You know, we understand how it is to be a Black male in a
predominantly White institution. Like, we’re going to try to help you guys. We’re
here to uplift you guys, show you how to act, and you know some of the things
that you guys are doing, and being yelled at and cussed at, I’m kind of taking it
and making it better. But um, like, we see how you guys act. You’re walking
around with your pants sagging, and um, you know, just doing all of this cussing,
you guys don’t need to be doing this, especially around a whole bunch of women
and females, like you don’t need to be doing this, you know and that was what
was said and in a, in a harsher tone, just to feel like they could get at us. You
know, and I mean, I was like, okay, I understand. I never really had that problem,
you know? So I was like okay, you’re not talking about me.
Though initially he seemed to view the session as a positive experience overall,
Alexander could not relate to the specific admonishments of the counselors.
Additionally, the specific directive regarding sagging of pants and the treatment of
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women seemed to be a common takeaway from both Ronald’s and Alexander’s
experience.
In contrast, Ashley described in detail, the content of The Talk for the women,
which included more specific guidelines and expectations.
Um, I don't remember everything. They just were basically talking about you
know for one, guys. Like, you know, don't throw yourself at guys. You know,
don't do this. You know, don't do this. You know, keep your hair combed.
Keep-- don't wear your clothes like showing all your skin and doing things like
that. Don’t do that cause and they were just showing how it-- I remember them
specifically telling us how it perpetuates stereotypes and, you know, how us being
African American women, that we have to sometimes do a little bit more and
beyond to be accepted, to be taken serious.
According to Ashley, the counselors used this portion of The Talk to give advice about
relationships and outward presentation. The focus here was primarily about expectations
for “lady like” behavior in an effort to avoid perpetuating negative characterizations of
Black women.
Kerri described The Talk in regard to the role that it played helping students
navigate the guidelines for historically Black Greek-letter organizations (BGLO) within
the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) versus traditionally White organizations,
which in this case was referred to as Pan.
Yeah, first they told us you know that, that yes, for Pan it is okay to talk about
what you want to be and it’s okay to have those conversations with people. They
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said, but if you’re trying to join an NPHC fraternity or sorority, it's not a good
idea because it'll really just end up blacklisting you and things like that.
Given that the membership process for NPHC is significantly different for predominantly
White councils, Kerri felt that this advice was necessary for new students who had not
been exposed to those norms. While this excerpt was discussed specifically in the
context of Cougar Camp, the role of Greek life is further expanded later in Chapter 5.
Many of the participants used words associated with fear, discomfort, and insult
to describe their reactions. Ronald described his initial feelings related to the session,
I mean, they were getting aggressive. It was kinda, I guess it was needed, but for
me personally, I didn’t really need it. It was kinda, it wasn’t a waste of my time,
but I knew I really didn’t need it. I mean, my father raised me to kind of do those
type of things…um and they just kind of went on and on about being involved,
keeping our grades up, don’t chase the girls and, all this. The rest of the night, I
was like ‘man, that was a waste of my time,’ and some of the other guys were
like, ‘man, I really need to get of myself together’ and I’m ready for college and I
was like ‘that was a waste of my time,’ I didn’t feel like I really needed that. Um,
I kind of think that’s for people that maybe aren’t focused. I knew myself; I was
purposely focused on everything.
Ronald was offended by the premise of needing to have “a talk” with Black participants
to ready them for college. Given his previous academic performance and family life, he
did not feel that the session provided value to his experience.
Alexander, who served as a student participant and an upperclassmen counselor,
also described his initial experience as negative because of the presentation style. As
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with many of the participants, he felt that the counselors approached the subjects in a way
that was too “aggressive.”
And my experience wasn’t as good as when I was a counselor. Because in my
experience, my Cougar Camp dad came in and started yelling. He was like, you
know, started cussing at us. Like, ‘what the “F” do you ya’ll think you’re doing?’
Like, you guys are acting a certain type of way. You guys need to stop.
He noted that given his negative experience as a camper, he worked to improve the
experience when he was a counselor.
Kerri, who also later became a counselor, did not connect to the counselor’s
approach and felt that the session was not a good use of her time.
Um, and when I was a camper, I was like, ‘this is so dumb.’ I was like I-I thought it was stupid, and I'm like, I mean, well, I guess like for the Greek stuff,
I already knew because I had a lot of Black Greeks in my family. So, I know not
to go around talking about what you want to be. Um, that was a big thing. I was
gonna stay away from guys. Like for me, I really didn't think it was really
relevant and one of the girls particularly, that was a part of it, she was very, very
aggressive and so like um, I know that me, I'm a pretty calm person.

But some

of those girls I could tell were getting kind of heated about the way that she was
talking to them.
Shea: So when you say aggressive, give me an example of what -Oh, she was just very like, um instead of saying things the way I just said them,
she would be like, ‘these guys don't want you! You know, they want us! And
they’re dating us!’
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Kerri dismissed the need to discuss Greek life and relationships with the opposite sex
because of her previous exposure to conversations related to both concepts. As a result,
she felt that the session was a waste of time.
Speechless after the session, Jacob described the new sense of awareness about
oppression and segregation that the session provided.
I was like, man. I didn’t really know what to say. Ah, I was just thinking that,
college was, I always thought that college was going to be about school work,
school work, school work. I had no idea about the involvement. And whenever
[the Cougar Camp counselor] told me about this, I was like well, first of all I
didn’t know what really he was talking about. I thought he was like, like grades
and stuff and at the end of college getting a degree, but he was just talking about
being on campus it’s um like, just being on campus I don’t know, it was just
weird at the time. I didn’t really just identify with what he was saying until I got
on campus and I got involved and stuff.
Shea: What was it specifically, I guess, about what they were saying that you
thought was weird?
The, the weird part for me was that they were…just like, I know that they were
preparing us and I appreciated that at the time and I still do, but it was just like,
we just spent a whole couple of days with this with the Caucasian people and
stuff, and they’re telling us that we should, that we are more like lessors campus
and that’s the weird part that I got. And I was like okay so when I got when the
meeting was over and stuff and they were just like…like telling us to, to go back
to our cabins and stuff and I got back around everyone and I was like, dang. It’s
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like a competition kind of thing and we have to work as, a team to really just get
out there.
Baffled by the subject matter of the talk, Jacob approached beginning college with a new
perspective. Shifting from academics to understanding the navigation of Black identity,
he gleaned that college was an “us versus them” mentality.
Ronald shared his thoughts immediately following the session emphasized its
irrelevance to the college experience,
Um knowing that I was going to have to come to college and keep my grades up.
Ah, I wanted to be involved like I was in high school. I just really wanted to be
successful, so I don’t, I don’t think I needed that extra talk, and setting myself up
to higher standards, not trying to boost myself up like that, but I knew I was
already really focused.
Ronald felt that he was already aware of the hidden rules and already lived up the
standards needed for college. Because of this, he was offended by the assumption that he
needed to be told how to act in college.
Alexander noted that while he was unsure if The Talk was the best way to address
issues related to race, it was something that still needed to occur because it led to
increased retention among African American men,
I feel if I’m not mistaken, I mean it’s probably some numbers, and I don’t have
any numbers, but I can guarantee you that anybody, any Black male that’s been to
Cougar Camp, and has gone through that talk, are either doing positions or still in
school. Like all my…all my ah, Black…kids from June to August, every single
one of them is still in school, one, and I want to say a good fifty percent of them
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are in organizations. And um, they’re in organizations and have um…what you
call, it positions.
Alexander credited retention and co-curricular involvement to Cougar Camp, and
specifically The Talk. These conversations, he believed, prepared students for the
realities related to oppression and marginalization.
Kerri, who was adamantly against the session when she attended as a camper
returned as a counselor and spoke of the value of The Talk.
Um, like I said, as a freshman I thought it was stupid, but after being in college, I
can kind of see why that kind of talk needed to happen. And I don't think it's
needed for everyone. I don't think every single person needs it. But also you can't
just pick students out, handpick them and say, okay, we need you to be there, we
need you to be there.
Kerri continued in the following excerpt by referencing an incident where a professor
discriminated against her on the basis of race.
Um, I think that helped me see the relevance of it. Because at first I thought it
was really stupid. Um, but I had not been in that environment before, where I was
kind of made aware of it, I might have not caught on to it at all the entire semester
um, if I hadn't heard all of those stories from the other students. Um, and of
course, it was kind of pushed in the back of my mind because for a year and a half
I didn't have an experience like that, but then when it happened I kind of
remembered, hey, they did said that this might happen and so…I think that these
students come in, I pray to God that they don't have anything like that to happen
to them, but I hope that after talking with the upperclassmen, um young African
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American females like themselves, um they know it was in The Talk. They know
they can come to us if anything like that happens. We can definitely connect
them in some way, higher. Um, but I guess just as a whole, like, I see now the
relevance of it. Because at first I did not.
Kerri, and many of the other participants felt negatively about the session as campers yet
returned as counselors subsequent years and facilitated the same session. For some, they
did not understand the need to segregate the Black students for training on socially
acceptable behavior and expectations. Additionally, they often recounted being taken
aback by the upperclassmen counselors’ domineering approach to discussing these
matters.
Specifically, many students found The Talk to be offensive, in that many of them
felt that they already had an understanding of the skills needed to be successful in
college. Furthermore, the discussion on stereotypes related to dress, speech, romantic
relationships, and the Greek community reinforced said generalized labels. Within the
context of Cougar Camp, participants’ stories reveal that even before school began that
participants are introduced to cultural norms, expectations, segregation, and
discrimination. This experience, then, illustrates and introduces the complexities
associated with negotiating identity in college and are explored within the context of the
four themes in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5
Representation (Part II)
The purpose of Chapter 4 was to introduce the participants, frame the terms
African American and Black and provide context through the extended orientation
session, Cougar Camp. Since these topics did not fit discretely within a thematic
category and illuminated the intricacies of race and racial identity, I chose to use both to
contextualize the data representation in Chapter 5. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the four
themes used to organize participants stories are a) “Being an African American, you have
a lot to prove”: Race and respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in the middle”: Navigating
biculturalism; and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”: Division within the
campus environment. Participants’ stories in relation to these are discussed in the
remaining portion of the chapter.
“Being an African American, You have a lot to Prove”: Race and Respectability
The first theme, “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove” is a direct
quotation taken from my interview with Ronald, but this sentiment was expressed in each
of the interviews. This theme represents the pressure associated with Black1 identity,
specifically as it relates to negative stereotypes and respectability. Higginbothom (1993)
first coined the phrase respectability politics and Patton (2014) elaborated on the term by
describing it as “efforts among African Americans to distance themselves from
stereotypes and presumed inferiority by embodying a public image that garners respect”

1

The terms Black and African American were used interchangeability by
participants; therefore, both terms are utilized to describe race and racial identity
throughout the chapter.
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(p. 725). This proposition is further discussed in Chapter 6 and serves as the core of this
theme and its representation.
In response to the participant’s blatant and covert experiences with negative
categorizations, each of them described a need to prove their worth within both the
campus community and society at-large. Additionally, as they shared their stories, they
described involvement, academic achievement, and self-improvement as a way to
distance themselves from the negative generalizations often associated with the African
American community. While I identified the overarching theme, subcategories help to
organize and navigate the complexities within the theme. These subthemes include the
transition to college, academic experiences, minimizing stereotypes, beating the odds, the
role of pioneer and model, and self-improvement and success. Each of these is explained
through the participants’ excerpts21in the paragraphs that follow.
Transition to College
Ronald is a recurring dean’s list student and business major in the honors
program. Regarding his transition to Mid-Southern, he explained encounters with peers
and staff who expressed bewilderment upon learning that he was an honors student.
Ronald described some of his first experiences as a freshman honors student and Black
male on campus. His experiences indicate that due to preconceived ideas and the
underrepresentation of Black males in the program, the individuals that he encountered
were often surprised by his affiliation with the honors program.
Um…um it was kind of --I guess-- I don’t know if this surrounds a stereotype, but
um, when I came here to Mid-Southern ah I wanted to get into the honors
2

Stories are presented in “raw” format without corrections to verbalized pauses
such as ‘ah’ or ‘um’ and grammar.
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program, and um, I guess there are not that many people that really I guess who
are here at the university who are academically…that are African American
achieving in high academics. I guess when I tried to enter the program, I was
looked at as kind of funny…I guess when I got the application.
As our conversation continued, he recalled one of his initial experiences on campus
during new student move-in.
You can just tell, like sometimes, for example, when I was in Honors Hall, I had
people kind of look at you—like they thought I was just an athlete. You know, it
was like, ‘are you on this floor?’ And I was like, ‘no, I’m on the second floor with
the honors students.’ Like when I kind of checked into the dormitory.
Ronald elaborated on the frequent athletic characterizations by explaining attempts to
rationalize the mistake.
They were ah automatically assumed I was on like the, like just people, just
students, you know, ‘Do you play basketball? Are you on basketball team?’ Like,
I’m like, ‘No, I’m an honors—I’m here for the honors program. That’s why I’m
in the Honors Hall.’ It’s like, ‘Oh, I thought you were on the track team or
something.’ Then they would kind of like, like smooth it over like ‘you look
athletic,’ and try to give you a compliment. But you know they automatically
assume that you’re an athlete just because you’re an African American, you’re at
Mid-Southern. They don’t think that he’s an honor student.
The assumption that Ronald was an athlete as opposed to a scholar reinforced his desire
to prove that he was worthy of respect in the campus community.
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Jrue, an out-of-state student from the Midwest discussed his transition to college
in retrospect. In doing so, he shared advice that he gives to incoming freshmen at MidSouthern. He urged new students to be aware of the realities that exist at a predominately
White institution. In addition to general recommendations related to transitioning to
college, such as academic preparation and time management, he also discussed the
importance of understanding the expectations and pressure associated with African
American students. The following selection provides an excerpt of his advice to new
students,
This is what you're going to face in college. These are the stereotypes. You're
going to a PWI so you got to worry about this. It's segregated. So don't think
you're going to fit in here and do whatever you want and nobody's going to take
notice. They may not say nothing to you, but they take notice. Everybody is
watching.
Both of these selections demonstrate the associations that participants made to the
theme of proving worth. In Ronald’s case, those with whom he interacted automatically
assumed that his athletic achievements earned him admission to a highly selective
residence hall as opposed to his academic achievements. Jrue’s admonishments indicate
that, given his racial background, he had to proceed with caution in his approach to cocurricular involvement. Similar to co-curricular experiences, participants discussed the
role of earning respect in the classroom.
Academic Experiences
Ashley, a junior who is a part of a four-year scholarship program, explained her
experience of having to prove herself as it related to being singled out during class
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discussions. As we conversed, she explained perceived favoritism and felt that the
program advisor targeted her on the basis of race. As a result, she felt that she had to “be
impressive” in her interactions with scholarship participants and her advisor.
You know to be honest with you, I kind of felt like coming into it, that my
advisors favored more White students. You know because, I mean we had a
conversation about this, because, like, I would say things in class…and it
would…he picked at, like this word or that instead of getting what I was overall
attempting to say just, like the, directness of what it really meant. I was like,
‘you…you know what I'm trying to say.’ But, if a White student commented, it’s
like ‘oh, yeah, that's good!’ You know, and so like, I told [my advisor] how I felt
about that. I’m like you know I just feel, I first came in feeling the vibe of like, I
had to be impressive. Like I had to, you know show myself a certain way because
I was Black, you know, just like, you know even though that may be the case, I'm
a part of a program to where I shouldn’t feel that.
The feelings of needing to prove herself extended from academic to co-curricular
spaces, but in a follow-up anecdote, Ashley focused on the role of a professor in
perpetuating her feelings of inferiority. Ashley stated that often times, in academic
settings, she was made to feel that she did not belong in college. As I probed for a
specific example of where these feelings surfaced, she discussed an experience in class
when she struggled with a concept and was met with the professor’s blunt suggestion to
drop the course instead of offering to provide assistance.
You know, ah ah yeah, it for example, I had a professor um, ah it was a tough
concept and I was just like, I just don't get it. And he was like, ‘Maybe you should
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drop the class.’ And I was like, ‘legit point but is that implying that I can't get it?’
You know what I’m saying? It’s like, why do you immediately go there? Like,
I’m in your office for a reason. You know and, and so it’s just sometimes like
having those professors where you try to talk to them, it's like, this might not be
for you, or maybe you should change, you know, what you're trying to do. And
I’m just like why? You know, I'm just struggling with a concept. You know and
so, but it’s like it implied like, you won't get it, or it implied like it’s --this is not
for you because you just don't have the capacity to understand.
As a pre-law major with a 3.6 grade point average, Ashley was clearly capable of
college level work. Due to the pressure to impress her program advisor and the
professor’s implication that she was academically inadequate, she often questioned her
ability to succeed and relied on faith, off-campus mentors, and intrinsic motivation as
sources of support. Ashley’s internalization leads to the next subtheme, which relates to
participants’ experiences with countering negative stereotypes.
Minimizing Stereotypes
Anna is a junior majoring in public relations. Much of her story centered on
her experience as an African American woman in a predominantly White sorority. Anna
described the pressure associated with being a racial minority in the context of
interpersonal relationships. Specifically, Anna spoke openly about her approach to
relationships as it related to conflict and confrontation. Because of her desire to combat
perceptions of “the mad Black woman,” she stated, “And I don't ever want to be
confrontational because you have to try so hard to combat the mad Black woman thing.”
And, when I asked for her to expand on what she meant by that, she said,
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I just, like I really don't get confrontational with people. Um because-Because I think and I've talked to [my advisor] about it, but I think that White
people assume that there's this attitude issue that all Black women have. And so
if you're not peaceable, then it’s feeding into that stereotype. And so I always try
to kind of make sure that I'm not, showing too much emotion.
She then likened her position to an episode of the reality show, America’s
Next Top Model, where the host and former supermodel, Tyra Banks, faced a conflict
with a participant on the show that ultimately resulted in Ms. Banks losing her temper.
Anna: Like I don't need to go to from zero to Tyra Banks yelling at that one
girl -- {Laughs}
Shea: Like on the Top Model episode?
Anna: Right. In 2.5 because then they’re like, ‘oh my gosh, she's that person.
She's that person that we always thought she was but she'd never show it and now
we've cracked it.’ And so like I'll get upset with people but I think I'm a lot more
reserved in…how I get upset with people because I'm trying to avoid that.
In both of these excerpts, Anna suppressed emotion due to the metanarrative regarding
Black women being disgruntled. Additionally, her reference to a popular reality show
further emphasizes the role that television plays in reinforcing these stereotypes. As a
result of these feelings, she suppressed honest emotions for fear of being grouped into the
category of ‘mad Black woman.’ Kerri also referenced generalizations of Black women
in a similar manner.
Reiterating the idea that her racial identity placed her in a cyclical position of
avoiding negative characteristics of Black women, Kerri said,
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I think that…I have to, sometimes I have to prove myself. So if I'm um in a
position I'm going to give it all that I have so that people don't automatically think
I'm associated with the stereotype of a Black woman.
She continued by describing these stereotypes and related them to unplanned
pregnancies and undesirable careers.
Things like, you know, someone who will end up getting pregnant before, you
know, um she's married or somebody that won't finish school. I've seen a lot of
like Black women in my life who…um, who have had children at a young age and
who um are single moms or things like that. So I think that to just, kind of…if
they have jobs, it's like they're either like, stay-at-home moms or they're working
in childcare or like food or something like that.
Kerri and Anna’s experiences focused on expectations related the race and
gender, while Ronald shared his experience from a male perspective. Given Ronald’s
success in the academy, he was elevated to positions of privilege and power as it related
to his engagement with both White and Black peers. This positioning carried with it
pressure to present himself in a way that was starkly different from negative stereotypes
associated with Black males and, as a result, he felt internal conflict in maintaining his
academic and co-curricular achievements while still associating with the Black
community.
Um, just the honors program, being involved on campus, we’re kind of looked at
differently. And then you have other people in our race that kind of look up to us.
But some people in the White race kind of look at at, they look at us as one of
them, kind of sometimes you would see that cause they’ll say he’s, he’s really he
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has a lot of things going for him. He’s a good guy. Like, he’s not like the others.
And they’ll look at the other Blacks, um which some people do they look at them,
like the robbing, the shooting, and you know sagging their pants, and they look at
us different. They look at us as a higher upper echelon.
At this point in the conversation, Ronald he acknowledged the privilege associated with
behaviors, which in his case included a style of dress and speech that are both accepted
by dominant ideology, but grappled with the pressure that accompanied this.
It’s kind of like you’re you’re actually more privileged. Like, you’re looked at,
you’re looked at differently like highly um more is expected of you. Um, you’re
looked at to achieve more, you’re kind of looked at highly just from the White
race, and um, the Black race. Like your teachers, your professors, like they expect
more from me but it’s like with the other students that are kind of living up to that
stereotype they are looked down up—they are looked out on, down like down
upon, I guess.
He continued by describing the role these expectations play in his college experience and
felt ownership in eradicating negative stereotypes.
Uh, it’s it’s also, it’s a lot of pressure, cause I don’t really appreciate somebody
looking and expecting so much of me. I mean I’m a human being. I’m not just
perfect, you know. So it kind of puts a lot of pressure on me having so much
expected of you but it does kind of motivate me a lot, because I really want to you
know stop is that stereotype you know. Of just all Black people are either athletic
or gang bangers, you know, just kind of stop that stereotype.
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Ronald’s story illustrates a dynamic within society where Black males who outperform
negative stereotypes are placed in high regard. This appeared to cause a significant
amount anxiety and ostended the idea that even when placed in the position of privilege
as a Black male, the cycle of having to prove himself was unending.
Anna articulated how a similar dynamic had shaped her experience. Offering a
counter perspective, she felt like her race enhanced her ability to qualify for certain
opportunities on campus and beyond.
Anna: So I definitely feel like to some degree that's helped me, in positions but it
makes it a little bit more difficult to break through with people.
Shea: Is that what's helped you? Being Black?
Anna: Mm-hmm.
Shea: Okay. Say a little bit more about that.
Anna: If you're Black and well-spoken, you're pretty much good to go.
Shea: What does well-spoken look like?
Anna: Um, this…if you can form a sentence that's not broken um and you
can…put out a thought well enough to be on a panel, you're fine. That's about all
it takes sometimes.
Anna’s account offered a different angle as it relates to expectations. As with other
experiences, given the belief that Black students’ speech patterns do not align with social
norms, those whose language mirrored dialects associated with White populations were
promoted to positions of power and acceptance by dominant culture.
Anna also told a story that related to the sorority arena. Specifically, she
described how the selection process reinforced her feelings of inferiority, thus
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perpetuating her desire to gain acceptance. Specifically, she described the term pulling,
which refers to a practice where current members of the sorority select all potential new
members with whom they have a concern and verbally articulate any negative attributes
regarding her status as it relates to membership into the sorority.
I was just sitting there and then, finally we get to the point where we're going
back through the girls that have been pulled. And so they take them out of the
slide show and they make their own (emphasized with increased volume) slide
show so we're not getting distracted by the other girls. And so I'm watching them
go across the screen, and it just hit (louder) me by the time that I got to the fifth
one that every single one of these girls is Black.
And, then I sat up and I was really paying attention and I was looking at the
people that pulled them and the people that were raising their hands and voting
and pro-ing and con-ing, and it was the same group of girls. So we had, four or
five girls who had already, um kind of come together and said, hey, so we like
this girl cause she's pretty. We don't need any more Black people. So this one's a
no.
She continued the story and articulated how this experience caused her to think
about what may have been said about her when she was going through the recruitment
process.
…I got really…disheartened and it kind of makes you wonder what people say,
like when you go through MS (membership selection). Because you're just like,
you're tearing these girls to shreds! Like what? Was my dress okay? Did I do my
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makeup well? And I can only imagine what it is like at like Mu Pi or Gamma
Lambda where they can be picky.
Anna’s stories were laced with feelings of insecurity, particularly as it related to how she
fit within sorority and fraternity life as well as the campus community as a whole. These
feelings, in this instance and in our conversation that followed, presented themselves as
the need to compensate for her race by adjusting her outward appearance and demeanor,
thus tying back to the subtheme of distancing herself from stereotypes and the theme of
proving worth.
Kerri further reiterated how the pressure related to her racial identity led to selfconsciousness of appearance. Specifically, she recounted an experience in an honors
history course where the professor perpetually made her feel inferior. This treatment
intensified her awareness of her appearance.
I think with the history class that I took, I was just very conscious about how I
came in the class, you know? Um, I definitely, you know, kept my hair looking
nice and tried put on makeup and stuff, because I didn't want to give them any
more reason to think that I was, you know, anything else. Another Black girl
came to class in pajamas a couple of times. I was like, I'm not doing that.
When probing about other times she has felt this in academic settings, she described her
effort related to appearance as a proactive attempt to avoid judgment.
Um, well, just in general, I always try to look nice, but I was more conscious of it
going to that class. Like, I really don't want to be seen wearing a sweatshirt and
flip-flops walking in there. Um, because I already know this professor may be
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judging me already I don't want to give her anything else, any more reason to
judge.
In this instance, Kerri worked to minimize stereotypes through attention to her outward
appearance.
Alexander affirmed these sentiments and emphasized the need to act in a way that
challenged stereotypes of Black men.
You should definitely just put yourself on pedestal at all times. You know,
because, you know you should, I feel like you should always-- I mean, maybe it’s
bad, but you should always have the mindset that people are always going to look
at you like, in the negative way, until you show them something positive. So you
should always walk through life as if everybody has a negative vibe about you,
and you’ve got to show them like, hey, that’s not what I’m about! You gotta give
them a positive outlook, I guess.
These stories are examples of the relationship of stereotypes to perceptions of
self, interpersonal relationships, and succeeding in college. The negative
characterizations fueled students’ co-curricular involvement, career development
opportunities, and academic success strategies. This subtheme of minimizing stereotypes
leads to beating the odds, which is the next subtheme where students desire to prove
themselves manifested in students’ desires to break cycles of inferiority.
Beating the Odds
As was discussed within the concept of labeling, I asked Ashley to share how
that idea played out in her college experience. She then stated that, in general, she did not
feel the affects of the stereotypes and the need to prove herself, but the company of White
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peers generally heightened these feelings. She further emphasized this by describing the
pressure to “rise to the occasion” because of the label associated with being Black.
Umm…I’m going to say, I haven't really felt it because I haven’t put myself in the
position to feel it. Because like I said, I’m associated with a lot of Black
organizations, and that’s just that’s not by, like preference just kind of how it
happened. And so, I don't really feel it much, you know only time like…I, I may
feel it is if I’m in like a group of Whites and I'm the only Black and it having
something do with education. It’s kind of like there’s this pressure you almost feel
to where you have to show yourself. Like, you have you have to rise to the
occasion, you know, because you are a minority because there is this label on you.
Although Ashley initially stated that she did not feel as though stereotypes are a part of
the college experience, she provided examples of these generalizations at play.
Furthermore, her initial statement indicated that her Black peers served as a shield from
direct experiences of these feelings. Additionally, in this instance, while not included in
the narrative, she was referring to her style of dress, language and overall presentation
that is aligned with dominant expectation. This phenomenon was common in many of
the stories and is discussed further in the third theme, “Stuck in the middle”: navigating
biculturalism.
Alexander, a music industry major from the mid-west, focused on the foundation
of his motivation and feelings of pressure. Given the bleak condition of his mid-west
hometown, his persistence to graduation related to his desire to “break the cycle” of
poverty, crime, and drugs.
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You know, it’s kind of just, you know, what you need to get done. You know you
need to, I mean, I know I can’t go back home. I mean, there’s nothing back home
for me to do, literally. There’s nothing for me to do. So that’s my big thing. I
don’t want to go back home. I don’t want to be another statistic back home.
Staying home and end up dying or some crazy, something crazy. That’s like my
big thing and that’s what keeps me on track.
Alexander saw academics and co-curricular involvement as a vehicle to end the cycle of
the negative outcomes that he had experienced before going away to college. In his
description, he equated returning home to succumbing to negative stereotypes.
Alexander and Ashley’s desires to beat the odds were tied to the overall theme of
proving themselves. They saw involvement, academic success, and graduating as a way
to prove their worth and break negative cycles. These feelings relate to the next
subtheme in which participants connected proving themselves to serving as pioneer
and/or role model in order to help change negative stereotypes often associated within the
African American community.
The Role of Pioneer and Model
The next subtheme emphasizes students’ sense of responsibility in changing
negative thoughts and perceptions about their race. Clive, a student whose persona was
calm, thoughtful, and relaxed, had served as an orientation leader and active student on
campus and in the community. He described career success as a proactive approach that
required personal responsibility. In his description, he incorporated the role of pioneer
and role model as he described his experience as an African American marketing
management major. As he discussed a recent academic achievement, he used his success
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as an example of the ability to make choices and illustrated how accolades such as this
helped to distance himself from negative portrayals of African Americans.
I guess one thing being ah, I was recognized. I guess it happened to me four
months ago, I was recognized as a College of Business ah, high achieving student
and I just felt, I feel that I kind I’m helping to set an example you know, to the
other Black students, that you don’t have to be what everyone thinks you’re gonna
be like you don’t have to be you know the basketball player you don’t have to be
a rapper. There’s nothing wrong with those things, if you want to, if that’s what
you’re passionate about, then go ahead and do it. But we have choices and we can
do whatever we want to do. So when I was recognized as that, I was like you
know, of course most of them were White, you know, and being on that list was
just like, I felt good for myself as an African American I felt good for our race as
a whole, because there were some other you know most of them were White.
There were a good number of African Americans on that list, it was like you
know we’re proving to– when we do things like that, we prove to the world that
we have choices that we can do what we want. We’re not limited. It’s not encoded
in our DNA to do certain things.
In Clive’s story, he described race in terms of a community and saw this award as
a way to portray to other African Americans and society at-large the positive
contributions that African American students were making to society. In this way, he
saw himself as someone who redefined what it meant to be Black. He also saw himself
as a role model because of the positive example that he set for other African Americans.
Additionally, Clive indicated that achievements such as these facilitated the removal of
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boundaries to success and helped to change dominant perceptions that assume that
biological make-up was somehow related to success.
Echoing the concept of role modeling, Ronald described the pressure that is
associated with being a Black male and the first in his family to graduate from college.
This role of pioneer created a sense of accomplishment but intensified the level of anxiety
related to college success and beyond.
I honestly feel as a Black male, I just have pressure in life period, ah just based on
how the stereotypes are for my race, um based on how my father was, and my
grandfather, my great grandfather, they haven’t really been able to succeed in life.
So I feel like, with based on how my family is, it’s important for me, being the
oldest it’s pressure for me to succeed. That in itself, and also, being an African
American, I feel like I have a lot to prove, and I have a lot of pressure to want to
prove that to others.
Given Ronald’s family structure, it is clear that he desired to model positive behaviors by
becoming the first in his family to graduate. Although met with pressure to prove
himself, his motivation came from his desire to serve in this pioneering role.
Similar to Ronald and Clive, Jacob described the pressure and responsibility that
he felt as it related to those who would succeed him. Jacob was a highly involved student
who associated with many African American student organizations and exhibited a strong
connection to African American identity. A product of a homeschooled environment,
Jacob began college when he was sixteen, and he attributed his gravitation toward
predominantly Black experiences to his upbringing. His desire to set an example was
particularly evident as he shared,
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I think that’s that’s it that’s the feel that I get. Like, I need to put on, I need to be
on my A game so I can, um be that example for other African American males
that come behind, kind of thing. Um, like, I don’t want them to get the bad idea of
African Americans on campus and stuff so. I don’t want them to think that all
African Americans males on campus are thuggish and uneducated. Um, but I just
try to be the different kind of African American male. I think. I just I just want to
be different.
Jacob’s desire to be different further illuminates the role of pioneer and role model. In
setting an example to other African American males, he took responsibility for helping to
change negative perceptions of this population.
Self-improvement and Success
Self-improvement is a concept that is woven throughout the theme, “Being an
African American, you have a lot to prove”, but it repeatedly revealed itself in the context
of success in career-related goals. Ashley’s emphasis on independence and continuous
improvement illustrates her desire to direct her future. As a student aspiring to attend law
school, she explained her mindset as she approached studying for the LSAT, garnering
scholarships, and reaching career goals. In addition, she reflected on the intersection of
her race and gender and the role that these played in her general approach.
…I'm just like, I'm going to do what I need to do for my life. Take the LSAT, go
to law school, get scholarships, preferably, and be succ—you know do what a
need to do. But at the same time, I do take into consideration the demands that are
on me because I, I am an African American young lady, because I'm not, you
know, seen as… because, because I know what I just said, because I know there's
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this, let me feel you out. You know, I’m like I'm aware of that. And I and I make
sure that I can be feeled out and it’s something that can be seen as, Oh! Man. I
might want you as part of my team. You know, so I try to stay on my P's and Q's.
Like I, it’s just one of those things. It’s like, it is what is it is. Like, it’s not trying
to be fake; it’s not trying to be somebody else. It’s just like, that’s just how times
are! It’s just, the way of the times.
Ashley’s example is another indication of the overcompensation that accompanies
Black student experiences. In this passage, Ashley articulated the efforts made to insure
that she was approachable while simultaneously ensuring that she accounted for every
detail and expectation, thus affirming the idea that she had to live up to standards that
were incongruent with her natural tendencies or experiences. Ashley also explained
proving herself as a common occurrence that was required for academic and career
success.
In addition to her overall paradigm related to career, she reinforced these concepts
by describing her interview preparation strategies. These practices, as she described,
helped employers to look past her race, and in turn helped her to combat stereotypes. In
an effort to disassociate herself from negative perceptions, she recounted spending
significant amounts of effort in order garner respect from interviewers and prospective
employers.
… there is a part of it that’s like, I just know that this is what I have to do as a
Black woman. You know, and so I make sure that if I'm going to ah, an interview
when I know it is a predominantly White company or I know some—or anything
like that, that I'm on my P’s and Q’s. I’ve researched the company. I’ve
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researched who’s going to interview me, things that they don't expect African
Americans to have done, to show them like, look past, like you know what I
mean, to get that out the way! Because like, I don't want to do anything, to
perpetuate, you know, like what you thinking that you have this thought in your
head and you can’t get past that when you see me. But I’m like once we can get
this out the way now you can see me for who I really am. And you know, so that’s
how I kind of feel about that, you have to be prepared, like you have to show
yourself approved in certain situations, because people won’t take you serious.
You know, like, I can't I feel like, I can’t walk around and have my PJ's on in the
store. No one will take—it’s expected! No one would take me seriously.
{Laughing} You know, you know what—you know, it’s just it’s it’s just one of
those things. It's it’s like there is a pressure to beat that odd, you know, because
it's kind of like you start at the bottom of barrel, being a woman, not only a
woman, being Black, you know um, but then at the same time, it’s like you I’m
just myself. So I’m --this is going to help me any way.
Ashley’s desire to be respected is based on the metanarrative that Black
individuals are not successful. This feeling was compounded by her desire to end the
cycle of negative generalizations. Furthermore, her awareness of how various identities
such as gender and race interact and complicated her feelings of inferiority and, in this
case, directed her entire interview preparation process.
Alexander further emphasized the concept proving worth in career. In his stories,
he described negative perceptions as barriers that impede success in career. As a result of
these obstacles, he felt that he had to expend more effort than his White counterparts. As
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such, Alexander felt that his racial identity equated to having to “work harder.” When I
asked him to clarify the concept of working harder, he stated,
Um, I think it means that…in my opinion, you always have to work harder. No
matter what. And people may think that, like “Oh, no, you don’t necessarily, we
are better, we’re more equal,” but I’m like I feel like you always have to be better
you know than anybody, you know? Whether it’s race, cause I feel like that’s just
the mentality that we’ve just been given. That at like at all times you need to
work, you need to have those extra steps, you need to push more.
Black identity, Alexander explained, is perceived as inferior whereby making it more
difficult to secure employment as compared to White peers. This juxtaposition of Black
versus White identity describes the power and privilege dynamic of this master binary at
play in a professional setting.
Like, you need to work harder just because you know even though I’ve been in
situations where you know I’ve really been cool with White people, or any type of
you know people, but you still need to work harder than them, because even
though you—I (emphasized) might not see it, you know, everybody else sees you
as a Black male, and they see them as a White male. They probably give him the
job, even though you may have better grades than this person, just because of how
you look. And that’s just how it is. And that’s what I’ve been, that’s been put in
me all along. So that’s why I try to work harder.
Similar to Ashley, Alexander utilized the phrase “that’s just how it is” to indicate the
commonplace nature of the racism that he has experienced. He also described this as
something that will influence his future career opportunities.
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Jrue also verbalized the desire to overcome stereotypes through self-improvement.
While he acknowledged the generalized statistics related to his racial group as a whole,
he passionately described how his response to barriers would ultimately determine future
opportunities.
You're always going to run into bumps in the road and you're always going to run
into monsters that, you know, are going to say, ‘No, you can't do this’, and you
know try to bring you back. And it could be your best friend. So you have to
have the um perseverance to just work past that. And I feel that these stereotypes
that society has casted on us, yes, they're stereotypes. But they're stereotypes that
have been generalized. You know, other people try to use statistics as facts, try to
throw these numbers at you like it's supposed to mean something. But really you
are the definition of you know, how your life is going to end up. You are the
reason that, you know, um your life ends up the way that it does. You know, so
what decisions are you going to make, then, to make you a better person? It’s on
you. You know, are you going to sit back and let life pass you by or take the step
to make life what it is? So I always think about that, about my future and what I
want to do, and travel and meet people, all that like. It makes me happy to know
that I have so much out there that I can accomplish. But in terms of actually
doing it, who knows when it will happen.
Jrue’s proactive approach to the future is another example of participants’ strong
connection to personal responsibility in securing success in career and beyond.
Ashley also demonstrated personal responsibility in the academic context. After
feeling targeted in the classroom, she did not dwell on the racially discriminatory
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incident. Rather, she described her response as a proactive attempt to survive. Here, she
verbalized the challenges of feeling targeted as a catalyst for intrinsic motivation and a
desire for self-improvement.
It’s a mindset, you know, that comes with in the Black community. Like, no one
is going to give you anything is what I had to adjust my mind to. No, no one is
going to give you anything. So once I think I changed my mindsets and had
people to guide me in my life it, it really helped, kept me motivated and driven.
Ashley’s sense-making of this negative incident ties back to the subtheme of selfimprovement and success and the theme of proving worth. Instead of waiting for the
professor to provide her with the needed support, she looked to an external support
system and ultimately determined that her success was her responsibility.
The final story within the theme, “Being an African American, you have a lot to
prove”: Race and respectability reaffirms the gravity of expectations in relation to racial
identity and participants’ need to prove worth. When concluding Jacob’s interview, he
shared,
You know, um, just being be an African American on campus, I feel like, it’s, I
think like going back to the whole like, ‘us against them’ thing, I feel like the
numbers are against us kind of thing. So, I just try to… I just try to beat the odds.
I don’t want to be like that statistic of being a drop out or not graduating on time
or just being like a super senior and stuff. Um, but that’s just really just my goal.
Um, my end game is to, be a student, African American student leader, um to ah
graduate and to just like, I just want to be that, that figure to where people can be
like yeah that’s one for the home team kind of a thing.
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The stories featured in the first theme represent students’ experiences with
negotiating stereotypes. Their desires to be respected reveal an important layer in
understanding Black identity development and the role of dominant expectations.
“It’s Kinda weird when Everything is Black”: Detachment from and Connection to
Black Identity
The second theme, ‘It’s kinda weird when everything is Black,’ illuminates
participants’ general discomfort with all-Black environments. While simultaneously
describing the comfort that is associated with shared experiences, participants often
shared their internal struggle with socializing exclusively with African Americans. When
discussing experiences within this theme, many of the participants talked about initial
perceptions of campus, the concept of being ‘Black and proud,’ Black student
involvement, preference in identity labels, and experiences during orientation and
extended orientation sessions. This theme begins with a focus on the discomfort
associated with all-Black environments then transitions to the comfort related to samerace interactions.
College Choice
Alexander, an out-of-state student, discussed his experience as a prospective
student who originally planned to attend a historically Black college. In the interview, he
discussed his concern with attending this type of institution.
Um, to be honest, there were too many Black people. I was just like I don’t want
to be in such a, this one, one demographic just being around campus at all times.
That’s not how the world is all the time. And I was just like I just I know. I
understand like the reason for HBCU but I was like this is not the feel I want.
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Here Alexander was uncomfortable with an all-Black environment because it did not
mirror the “real world.”
In a different context, Kaet, a business major from the local area, described her
decision to attend Mid-Southern. She stated, “I really wanted to iden—I really wanted to
be around other Black people.” She then clarified, “Not THIS many Black people.”
When expounding on what she meant by this statement, she said,
I really initially I was going to transfer to American University that’s in D.C.
because it’s a bigger place. I felt like…I I’m the type of person, I need diversity
so I need to be around different things that’s the point of college, but at MidSouthern I felt like, just for example, like my work ethic, I learned to work so
hard and to study and do everything efficiently but coming back to Mid-Southern,
it’s like the standards aren’t set as high, so mediocrity is okay.
Kaet’s desire to distance herself from a predominantly Black campus environment was
based on her preference for racial diversity. Additionally, she equated Mid-Southern’s
racial make-up (which is roughly 40% African American) to its inferior academic
expectations, thus connecting back to the theme of disliking all-Black environments.
Similar to Kaet, Jrue explained his college choice in the context of developing a
global perspective. Jrue’s primary concern was what he saw as the restrictive nature of
predominantly Black environments and ideologies. Specifically, as it related to the
working world, he advocated for the ability to interact with a diverse world.
But it’s just like I just want people to see that, you gotta get outside this box you
put yourself in or else you're never going to leap bounds, um in society. And
that's more so why I didn't want to um go to an HBCU or anything like that,
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because, and somebody put it so, so clear to me. They were like, ‘Yes, its fine
and dandy to go to a HBCU’ or whatever but the thing about society's standards
and the thing about the CEOs and the Fortune 500s and whatever. You're not
going to go to a CEOs office and see a Black man sitting there behind the desk.
Simple as that. You can have all these authoritative figures at all these other
HBCUs who are going to be leaders and heads of their departments and things
like that and that's great. But you get in the real world and that's not going to be
what you see. And for you to confine yourself to these barriers where you're only
accustomed to associate with Black people, how are going to handle that when
you get into the White workforce?
In this quotation, Jrue’s decision to attend Mid-Southern versus an HBCU was based
primarily on his desire to have a college experience that mirrored society so that he
would be prepared for professional life after college. Jrue and other participants featured
in this subheading demonstrate the role that discomfort in primarily Black environments
played in their initial choice in college.
Campus Involvement
In addition to describing college choice and initial reactions to Mid-Southern,
Clive explained his experience at both freshmen orientation and Cougar Camp, the
extended orientation session. In response to his observation of racial segregation during
Cougar Camp he stated, “I was like why are we, we’re bringing everybody together.
We’re supposed to be, you know, the [peer] counselors are supposed to be helping us all
get to know each other, all get along and we’re already separating ourselves. So it was
like, I was like I don’t see the benefit of that.” For Clive, creating segregated space for
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African American students at a program that was geared toward building community
seemed counterintuitive. His discomfort is another example of participants’ uneasiness
with self-segregation and all-Black environments.
While college choice and orientation programs were topics of discussion,
participants also discussed the role of campus involvement, specifically as it related to the
Black Student Alliance. Although many decided to affiliate with the organization, they
also described their concern with the homogenous environment. Clive juxtaposed BSA
with the College of Business and utilized the idea of cultural norms and commonalities to
describe the differences in these dynamics.
Well, when I usually go to BSA meetings, so you walk in and honestly for me it’s
kind of weird sometimes, because it’s like, everything is just Black. It’s all, you
know, about being Black. And, you know, I grew up in an environment where
there weren’t a whole lot of Black people, you know I grew up in the suburbs, so
it’s like our neighbors were Black we had a couple of Black neighbors but
generally it was all White even like during home school it was all White people.
So, I walk in and kind of first I was like, why is it so harped on, the race part of it,
but then, I guess, I kind of learned like you know they may have grown up in a
different kind of way to where this is what they’re used to. Just always used to
being Black. So, well not used to being Black but, you know, I mean you know
just engulfed in that culture.
Although the Black Student Alliance was the organization that Clive had spent the
majority of his time, he described the feeling of walking into a meeting and his
discomfort with it being racially homogenous. Although he juxtaposed his discomfort

131

with other members’ comfort, he related these opposing perceptions to the influence of
upbringing, schooling, and faith communities. This comparison provides context
regarding role of socialization and perceptions related to racial identity.
Ashley’s experience with BSA was different yet related. Her primary concern
with the organization was its Afrocentric focus as it related to a mantra of being “Black
and successful.”
It’s just, just giving out a helping hand, but, it goes back to what I was saying
earlier about embracing this Black and successful thing. Like, you Black so we
push you to be successful because most Blacks aren’t. You know, and I’m just
like, no. Just push me to successful more so as an individual and allow me—allow
people to see that I’m Black. You get what I'm saying?
Here, Ashley grappled with the importance of the affirming environment that BSA
offered yet struggled with the separation that accompanied the group’s ideals.
Additionally, she was most concerned with the negative associations with the label
minority.
…It's just stuff like…they'll say things like…scholarly behavior, and then they’ll
tell you um…in the creed and different things it’s like, you know, it’s like
reaching our ah like our fulfillment, our purpose, being successful, you know and
then some of the small talks, you know like, we got to set a tone for the new
generation, you know and, and I'm kind of, I’m kind of in the middle, because
I…I agree with it, you know, cause I, like going back to earlier, when I talked
about my little brothers and sisters, like I do want to show them a better way, you
know, and I do identify with them because I know the struggle. I know how it is.
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But at the same time, it's like…if you keep holding on to that, I'm Black, you
know, that’s gon’ forever be at the forefront of your mind. And, and to me, to just
say, ‘I’m Black’ in the day that we live in, just I mean, it is what it is. You know?
I think that ‘cause that’s a hindrance, in and of itself, you know. More so the
programs that I've been a part of, like you know, Black Scholars, and the thing
they did in Cougar Camp, it's not a hindrance. It’s, you can turn, you can use it for
good to propel cause you got minority scholarships, you got things like that. You
know, and I'm just like, yeah, yeah, but it’s like I'm more than a minority.
Ashley understood the importance of the Black Student Alliance in providing a
community where she could interact with others who identified with the struggles
associated with being Black; however, she also found being different to be confining.
Jacob was also involved in BSA and described the atmosphere as overwhelming
when he stated,
I never went to a BSA meeting my first year. My second year is when I first went.
Um, it was crazy, because every freshman, every Black person on campus was at
this meeting. Like I think they expected like less than probably fifty or less people
to come, but it was like well over a hundred people. And I didn’t really quite
know how to feel about that. It was, it was just a lot to take in to see those many
Black people like the Black community was in that room…
Although Jacob was overwhelmed by the amount of Black students who attended the
meeting, it was different from other accounts within this theme. For him, although it was
“weird when everything was Black,” he was primarily taken aback because it was one of
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the first times on campus where he was in the company of hundreds of Black students as
opposed to being the racial minority.
Differing from the other participants, Kerri chose not to become involved in BSA
and described the Afrocentrism of the organization as “weird.”
So for me, going to a BSA meeting and seeing only Blacks, I was like, ‘This is
weird.’ {laughing} And so you know, when I was in high school, the Black, um
The Black History Month program wasn't all Black students, you know, like
things like that. But, you know, since I've been in college I've noticed that like it's
very within those all Black organizations it is true, like, through and through all
Black and its very um, pro-Black issues. The only organization that I haven't seen
that's like that that’s pretty much all Black is ASO, African Student Organization,
which they have exec members that are White, that are Indian, that are, you know
and so I really appreciate that um, and I do help out with some of their things, but
as far as Black Students Unlimited, Black um, Black Scholars, and Black Student
Alliance, I just, I mean chose not to be a part of it just because you, I don't want to
be around people that look just like me, like that, like I've been like that my whole
life.
For Kerri, the homogeneity of the predominantly Black organizations was off-putting.
Additionally, she was disenchanted by what she described as negative attitudes associated
with the ‘pro-Black agenda.’
I think the biggest one honestly, was just like some of the students that were in
BSA, that are like heavily, heavily involved with it. The attitude switches from
like, ‘I'm proud of being Black’ to um ‘it's Black or nothing else.’ You know, and
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so um it just really, they begin to kind of have a negative attitude towards students
that are not Black on campus, and they automatically assume that everyone's out
to get them, that kind of thing. The students I know, they have said they will not
apply for orientation [leader] because they think they wouldn't get picked are
BSA students. Um, and so I think it’s kind of like a negative attitude. And I
think a lot of it is that they don't feel welcomed on campus…from the get-go.
Kerri described what Cross (1971/1991) conceptualized as immersion/emersion where
Black students become hostile to environments that are non-Afrocentric. These students’
responses to feeling unwelcomed involved creating counterspaces where they felt
comfortable and protected. While Kerri empathized with these feelings to an extent, she
also felt that they were exclusionary in assuming that everyone was an adversary.
Though participants characterized their all-Black experiences as ‘weird’ or
startling, they simultaneously described their friend groups as being predominantly
Black. Furthermore, many of them affiliated with student organizations, Black Greekletter organizations, administrative departments, and faith-based organizations that were
primarily African American. Finally, they frequently mentioned same-race interactions
in more intimate settings such as dining and other social engagements. This illuminates
the second portion of the theme, which focuses on the comfort that is associated with
interacting with other African Americans.
Comfort in Shared Racial Identity
The second section of the theme focuses on the comfort associated with the
shared experience of Blackness. While some participants distanced themselves from
predominately Black environments or articulated their discomfort with said spaces, their
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stories also illuminated the comfort that was associated with the shared racial identity.
Although contrasting the first section, the stories that follow complement the idea that
Black students need to be supported by individuals who understand their experience.
Clive’s initial engagement in the Black Student Alliance revolved around
involvement in their choral program. Additionally, he served as the accompanist and an
official chair for the organization. When I inquired about specific conversations that he
had regarding his involvement with BSA, he responded,
Yeah, you know some people, they would ask you know, ‘Why are you in,’ you
know? ‘Why join an all-Black association? Wouldn’t you be mad if there was a
White student association?’ And when they ask things like that it’s kind of, I kind
of go back to, it’s one thing that I don’t think…ah, it’s like, only Black people can
really understand it. Because we’re not doing it to make ourselves look better.
We’re doing it because, we were, kind of goes I mean back, you know, back in
history, when we were forced to be here. We were brought over here forcefully,
and even then we still had to fight to have a rightful place in society. It doesn’t
matter how you, you know, try to justify it, White people didn’t have to fight, like
we did. So it’s like, it’s one of those things to where it’s like, you join the Black
Student Alliance because you’re proud of, you know, your history. You’re proud
of how you came over here. And but first, like we were nobody’s. Weren’t
considered to be human. And now we’re doing things, making moves in society.
We’re, you know, starting businesses, we’re, you know, running the country, and
all that kind of stuff. So it’s just one of those things that we’re proud of. Not
necessarily saying oh, we’re better. We’re not excluding. I put it like this; I said
this to one of my friends one time. I told them, the difference between having a
Black Student Alliance and White Students Association; Black people, because
we’re a minority, we’re not—we’re just coming together as a minority. But if
there was a White Student Association, that would be excluding ah, everybody
basically. It’s excluding. It’s saying you have to be…you know because they’re
already such a major group. They’re already, you know, the majority. It’d be
excluding, but the Black Student Alliance, the purpose isn’t to exclude. It’s just to
come together and just keep our culture alive basically.
In this excerpt Clive advocated for Black student organizations and justified their
existence on the basis building community, connecting to history, and celebrating African
American culture. In contrasting the two, he explained that Black student organizations
build community and preserve history, whereas the creation of a White Student
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Association would be exclusionary in nature because White students already benefit from
a majority status on campus.
Alexander described a similar experience regarding Black segregation and built
the case for race-specific programming at Cougar Camp. When I specifically asked
about his perspective related to separating the Black participants for a specific
conversation regarding race, Alexander said that the responses to the session had been
both positive and negative.
Some people like it. Some people hate it. They’re like, ‘Why do you guys need to
have your own special talk.’ And it wasn’t an argument, but it was a discussion.
Like, ‘Why do you guys feel like you guys need to have a talk’, and I was like,
um when guys talk about America, you talk like it’s about all, all people. I was
like, but you’re not Black, so you wouldn’t know. And I hate putting that out
there. Like I love having other factions, but it’s like, you don’t, you don’t
understand. So, you know, and like when I said that, it was like, ‘You’re right,’
and I was like, ‘Yeah, it’s, it’s just it’s needed.’
Like Clive, Alexander felt that it was important to create spaces where Black
students felt comfortable discussing issues that affect their college experience.
Additionally, he justified the need for the session based on in-group (Black students)
versus out-group (White students) positionality. For him, this session provided a place
where Black students, who shared similar struggles and backgrounds, could engage in
meaningful dialogue regarding the transition to college.
Each participant described her or his closest friends as Black. Furthermore, Mike,
Alexander, Ronald, Kaet, Jacob, Ashley and Clive’s most salient student involvement
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experiences were within organizations whose primary demographic was African
American. Alexander described his involvement with his band fraternity and likened the
group to a Black Greek-letter organization (BLGO). When describing his chapter, he
stated, “Our chapter is all Black, and we only have, we only have one White person.”
When describing the organization from a national standpoint, he likened it to the
Interfraternity Council (IFC), which is a group of historically White fraternities and
stated, “…when I went to district, I found out it was totally different. It was…White Chi
Psi. It was totally different. {laughter} You know, know guys may know the same things,
yeah, we’re brothers, but you guys are TOTALLY different.” As he continued, he stated
that depending on the culture of the campus and the chapter, the fraternity was either
primarily Black or primarily White. In describing the organization, he explained, “So
they know the exact same thing, but they’re totally different, and you really can’t relate to
them at all.” As Alexander juxtaposed his experience with is predominantly Black
brotherhood, he concurrently talked about the lack of connection that he felt to the
organization from a national standpoint. This further illustrates the premise that students
benefited from same-race interactions.
Anna also found comfort in relationships with other Black students, particularly
as they related to student involvement on campus.
So like, I think it's because we all have a similar plight, and we all kind of
understand…that, cause most of us honestly, a lot of us feel like if there wasn't
a…quota that needed to be met, we wouldn't be in certain positions. Um, like, I'm
under no pretenses, and I feel like OL (orientation leader) has to have a certain

138

number of people um from certain demographics because it needs to look like the
campus a little bit.
As an orientation leader, Anna discussed the comfort associated with building
relationships with other Black students on the orientation staff. Because they believed
that they were hired strictly because of a quota system, they were able to commiserate
with one another.
Anna also described the community of African American women in traditionally
White sororities and discussed the value of this group in relation to interacting with
historically Black Greek-letter organizations (BLGO).
I go to yard shows all the time um, with the girls, the other Black girls that are in
my chapter. And we actually call ourselves the United African American Ladies
of Pan, and what we do is when we feel particularly bad about things that have
happened we all come together and we have our little sessions and we talk about
how we hate being Pan for that moment and then, we like dismiss and {laughter}
we go do whatever. Um, but we go to yard shows or whatever and I see people
like in the sense of community like with NPHC chapters, it’s so much better.
Anna described the benefits of building community with other Black students, and more
specifically, Black women who were affiliated with White sorority life. This alliance
both validated and empowered them as a community of women and created a
counterspace for them to address oppression and marginalization on the basis of race.
While Kerri did not necessarily identify with the Black student organizations, she
explained the relevance to other Black students.
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I think that for some students, like for me, it's real easy for me to mesh with
anyone, some people not so much. Some people weren't raised in homes where
interracial marriages were mixed in the family, and they didn't see um, you know
they weren't brought up in classes with a lot of different types of people. So they
come here and they're already out of their element, and then when they go try to
join things like Up ‘Til Dawn and all they see is White, that's too much. It's way
too much for them and they don't feel welcomed. So um, I think instead of trying
to mesh, it just becomes, ‘I'm going to reject all of it.’
Shea: Mesh as in be involved in?
Be involved in different types of things. It just becomes more comfortable to stay
with people that are like you and understand you and have had the same kind of
experiences as you, they understand your hair, they understand that, you know,
jeans don't fit you the same way as White girls sometimes. And um, that kind of
thing. You just get comfortable with people that are like you because they
understand you better. So, instead of having to explain yourself, like I do
sometimes with orientation, with people asking me about my hair, it's easier when
you're with people that are like you. And I think for them, that's why those
attitudes are the way they are.
Because of Kerri’s upbringing, she had been able to adapt to many different types of
people, but she explained that others found it more difficult to assimilate. Furthermore,
she theorized that many Black students perceived their Black peers to be more
understanding of their experiences. Whether related to hair texture or fit of clothing, these
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seemingly trivial aspects of identity built connections that are not always understood by
dominant culture.
In addition to the attitudes that Kerri described, there were also cases where
students felt as though they could not choose a “side” and experienced internal conflict
that Du Bois (1903) referred to as double consciousness. This phenomenon is explored
in the third theme.
“Stuck in the Middle”: Navigating Biculturalism
The third theme, “Stuck in the middle” represents experiences and anxiety related
to simultaneously existing in mainstream and marginalized positions. Participants often
described their experience as feeling “Stuck in the middle” and grappled with
appreciating their sense of Blackness while also living within dominant White culture.
Within this theme, participants discussed the importance of presentation of self.
Specifically, they referred to clothing, language, and appearance and the overall
importance of presentation. Additionally, they grappled with the often-contradictory
expectations of White versus Black culture and recounted the anxiety caused by
straddling both. Participants’ stories revealed their keen awareness of expectations and
the adjustments that were required in order to find comfort and acceptance in both
worlds.
In addition to overall presentation, participants discussed the role that Greek life
played in creating the dichotomous campus culture, specifically as it related to the
National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC), the national conglomerate of nine historically
Black Greek letter organizations and the Interfraternity Council (IFC) and Collegiate
Panhellenic Council (often referred to as Panhellenic or Pan), which refers to Greek
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organizations that consist primarily of White affiliates. Given the power associated with
student leaders and the fact that the majority of student leaders at Mid-Southern are
Greek, this aspect of the theme serves as a microcosm of larger topics associated with
campus segregation, which will be discussed at length in the final theme.
Much of Anna’s experience in college focused on the idea of being stuck in the
middle. As an African American woman who pledged in a predominately White Greek
organization, she discussed the constant issues associated with her decision. Among her
White friends, she described her position as tokenistic, whereas when interacting with her
Black friends, she felt like a traitor. Emotional to the point of tears at many points in our
conversation, it was evident that this anxiety caused a significant amount of stress that
precipitated feelings of inadequacy and exile. When thinking back on her experience in
her sorority, Anna verbalized a journal entry that she wrote on her phone immediately
following a frustrating experience at a sorority function that left her more aware of her
racial identity and how she fit within the organization.

As a result of this powerful

moment in our conversation, the complexities, and intersections therein, I chose to
include the entirety of what Anna read from her journal. Reaching for her phone, Anna
said, “Um, okay, it's called ‘Black, Quiet, and PanHellenic,’” and then read the
following,
Would life be any easier if I were a combination of two of the three? If I were a
quiet girl in the PanHellenic sorority who fit the White stereotype, would I feel
comfortable in my own skin? What about if I were Black but the life of the party,
the girl who everyone loved? Neither are me, rather a combination of the two,
making Greek Life unsuitable for my own personal growth on many occasions.
I'm not White, and the reality is that that phrase changes my whole experience as
a member of a NPC sorority. When I'm out with my sisters I'm likely to be the
reason that we are followed around in the store, [looks up to say the following]
which I've had happen in Oxdale. [Resumes reading.] When we're at a party or
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tailgate, I am the least likely to be included in conversations with guys. Does it
hurt to feel excluded? Absolutely. Does it suck to make the executive decision to
not attend formal because I don't want to deal with finding a formal date?
Absolutely. But I'm used to it. I'm used to being looked at as if I don't belong.
I'm used to having people change the radio station to rap when I walk in the room.
Even though I'm far more likely to know the words to a Brantley Gilbert song
than the latest by Jay-Z, and it's rude for you to assume otherwise. I've heard
Tom Ford all of once. Even other Black people seem to have this notion. When
they realize that I'm not NPHC suddenly I become less than. I'm a traitor and
apparently I think that I'm better than everyone else. I can't just have a
personality that fits better with Pan. That's too easy of an explanation. Instead, I
am the triangle legacy and joining people who don't want me. But I digress.
Arguably, the biggest issue with being Black in NPC is the pretty problem.
There's a reason I dress up and hint, it isn't because I enjoy getting superlatives
that describe how cute my outfits are. It’s because I want to be respected, taken
seriously, and want to represent my sorority well. I know that all of my White
sisters when it comes to fraternity rush take the class on the regular. But I don't
have that liberty. People don't look at me with the same esteem, and fraternities
don't see me as great advertising because I'm not tall, blonde, and tiny. So I class
it up. If I want to wear a letter, I put on my best outfit, pop on a button. Not
because I don't love Norts, but because that's the best way to avoid ratched
stereotypes that are associated with Black girls and loungewear. Beyond that, I
never feel good enough. If anything takes a toll on your self-esteem, it's being
Black and Pan. I'll never be skinny enough. I'll always have another ten pounds
to lose, no matter how tiny my sisters claim I am. My hips will never be small
enough, and even if I get extensions, my hair will never be long and flowing. It
will be another Black girl problem that I have to explain to all of my sisters. I
could wear the cutest dress to a cookout and look my absolute best but I know at
the end of the day the blonde girl is going to get way more attention. And, oddly
enough, I've grown to be okay with it. Finally, there is the ever-nagging thought
that maybe if I'd gone through recruitment at a different time when the sorority
I’d originally wanted to join didn't have a Black girl, I might be in that chapter. I
wonder if the interviews were conducted blindly if the results would be different.
Would I be worthy of a top-tier house? How much impact did my skin color have
in their decision?
While this reflection illustrates the intersections and context of identity, which in
Anna’s case, included personality, appearance, self-esteem, stereotypes, race, Greek
affiliation, discrimination, social engagements, gender, music, superiority, and inferiority,
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it also illuminates the complexities associated with the theme of being stuck in the
middle. Anna’s reflection is situated in dominant expectations as well as expectations
within the Black community, particularly as they related to her choice to join a
predominantly White Greek organization. Her simultaneous feeling of tokenism within
the sorority and traitorship with regard to her Black peers left her isolated and feeling
caught in the middle of two worlds. This experience undergirded her overall negative
outlook on the college experience as well as her racial identity. It should be noted that
since this was a recitation of a journal entry, our conversation did not allow the
opportunity to fully unpack these concepts, but much can be gleaned from Anna’s
reflection particularly as it relates to this theme of living biculturally.
For Ashley, the concept of being stuck in the middle and the thought-process that
existed was based primarily on her real-time sense-making of living in two different
worlds. In the following excerpt, her pace, tone, and actual words illustrate her
uncertainty and the stress associated with existing biculturally.
But um, doing things other cultures may not do normally but then, at the same
time, ah, it’s like I know that a lot of things that my culture does are not accepted.
And so it's kind of like knowing when to do it, when not do it, who to do it
around, how to be true to yourself, and not try to change for someone else, but
you know still presenting yourself in a way that where it’s like, okay, I can give a
promotion. You know, it’s like, it’s tough sometimes, because it’s like ‘Well gah,
I want to be of myself.’ But, is this myself? Is this something that should be a part
of me, is this something that should not? And it’s it’s…confusing sometimes.
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Here, Ashley’s description of her inner tension demonstrates the complexities of existing
in the two worlds. Throughout our conversation she continually talked about the need to
fit into norms and expectations; however, this often times conflicted with her ability to be
true to herself and her racial identity.
Jacob further emphasized this theme in his experience as an orientation leader.
Specifically, he discussed feelings of inadequacy as it related to both White and Black
identity.
I guess like, sometimes during like, I say the orientation, OL. The other
orientation leaders. Like, sometimes I feel like I’m not… Black enough to really
just hang in hang there with the Black side of orientation, but then I, I’m not
White enough to be a part of the White side. So I’m kinda like, I always felt like I
was stuck in the middle my whole life.
Describing the role of orientation leader as Black versus White illuminates the
polarization that occurred in student organizations. These feelings, according to Jacob,
left him with a desire to find diverse student organizations or experiences such as the
student ambassador program, which he described as being diverse with respect to race,
gender, academic major, and socio-economic background. Additionally, these
experiences shielded him from feelings of inferiority and marginalization that were
described in other experiences.
While many participants focused on overall appearance and emotions related to
existing in two worlds, Kerri shared her experiences as they related to hair texture and
racial expectations among White and Black student leaders. Intrinsically optimistic,
Kerri’s attitude toward her experiences was one that tended to be forgiving and she often

145

excused offensive comments to lack of exposure or upbringing. In the following excerpt,
Kerri discussed her experience as an orientation leader. In particular, she exposed the
role of Black hair texture in leisure and day-to-day activities.
For instance, when we go to the pool, you know, it's a lot of Black students don't
want to go to the pool. You know, I don't think they really think about that, you
know, Black girls don't want to so the pool because they're going to get their hair
messed up. You know! I think it’s just really, um, it’s just really funny. A few
orientation leaders will joke about me because like, my hair, um it's naturally
curly. Like, I do put in leave-in conditioner so it looks wet in the morning. And
like they’ll make jokes like, is that your Jheri Curl juice? And you know, like had
it been {chuckle} someone else they may have like heard a few words but I'm just
like, no, it’s my leave-in, do you have any more questions? You know. And so I
think that, they try to joke around about the fact that, I don't know what it is, but
you definitely can feel it.
Interestingly, some of Kerri’s White peers within the orientation staff perceived their
position to be one that allowed them to joke about a culturally sensitive topic such as hair
texture. Kerri further explained how the subject of hair is associated with Blackness.
My hair, which I've never had a perm or anything like that. So when I wash it, it's
very curly. Very, like, spiral curls, I guess. Um, and that's how it is naturally.
Like I said, I've never had a perm. So, I mean, I straightened it last night but um
when it's not straight it's like very tight curls. And so um people, I've heard
people say things like, ‘Oh, you don't have Black people hair.’ Um, it’s not very,
like coarse or anything like that. ‘Oh, you don't have Black people hair. Um,
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what are you, mixed?’ I get that a lot. People assume that I'm mixed with
something, or um, which I don't really think I'm light enough to be mixed with
anything. But people say like, are you part, like, this? ‘You gotta be one-fourth
something.’ Like, ‘I've seen your mom and dad. Like, what does your grandma
look like?’ That kind of thing. I get that a lot. Um, let me see, just people, a lot
of them, like, ‘You don't look, like you’re all the way Black.’ Even the way I
talk. ‘You're not all the way Black, are you?’
Kerri’s reflection on hair texture offers a different layer of being stuck in the middle. In
asking her to explain what she meant by saying “you’re not all the way Black,” she
clarified,
I don't really, I don't, I guess do I guess, I use proper English. I don't know what
it is, but people say I talk White. And that started when I was younger, too,
because I went to a predominantly White school, so when I started Oakwood,
people noticed that, you know, out of all the Black people in the class, I was the
only one that used, you know, correct grammar and things like that. And um, I
don't really think that I have much of an accent or anything so people just assume
that I'm not from here. You can't be from [here]. You know, don't talk like you're
from [here].
When I asked how cultural expectations played into her experience, Kerri continued to
discuss the role of language and hair. Further, she illuminated the idea that levels of
Blackness are associated with hair and hair texture. Additionally, she talked about skin
tone, family connection and dialect. In this situation, Kerri’s naturally curly hair, a
texture more akin to White individuals, placed her in a position of having to defend her
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Blackness. And, while her hair texture was similar to her White peers, their joke made
her feel inferior. Additionally, she discussed how she coped with offensive comments
particularly as they related to interacting with White peers. Here she explained her
reaction as non-reactionary, focusing on the role of upbringing.
People assume that all Black girls use a weave. Or that if you hair does look nice,
that you bought it. Or um that it took a lot for it to get that way. Um, as far as
language, they assume that every Black person grew up in a home with broken
English spoken and um that you don't know how to string together correct
sentences. They think it's amazing that I write poetry, {laughter} you know? And
um…I don't know, I think it’s just a lot of ignorance. I don't really get mad at
people when they say things like that because I know it's just what, a lot of them
genuinely are curious. And so orientation leaders are different, since I'm involved
with it, they’re like, how does your hair get like that? I wash it. Water touches it.
{Shared laughter} I'm really, you know, and things like that. I mean and so I’ve,
I'm thankful for the way I was brought up because I'm not one that's going to snap
in your face and, you know, snap my fingers and clap my hands when you say
things like that. But um, so I'm just thankful for the way I was brought up. But, I
think it’s kind of funny to me now. It doesn't really irritate me. It's kind of like,
‘poor thing,’ you know. Um, it’s not even an angry reaction anymore. Well, it
never has been an angry reaction. Um, but it does get kind of annoying.
Especially like, this summer it’s kind of been a lot of the Jheri Curl thing. I think
they think it's a running joke, and so when I come down in the morning, like, I
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may have washed my hair that morning and it so looks wet or whatever, they're
like, ‘I see you got your Jheri Curl juice in.’
Upon further conversation, she explained that the comments, particularly ‘Jheri Curl
Juice’ were inspired by White peers by saying, “Of course, the Black ones don't say
that!” CRT scholars assert that culprits of microagressions such as these are subtle
operatives of oppression, and the perpetrators of said microagressions often do not fully
understand the gravity of such comments (Pierce, 1970; Solórzano, 1998; Solórzano &
Yosso, 2000; Yosso, 2005). Continuing the discussion on hair and identity, she sought to
equalize experiences by exposing the role of similar experiences of other Black peers and
normalizing the use of hair extensions in both Black and White communities.
And then one of the um…other girls like her hair is similar to mine, too, and so,
like we understand. {laughter} We understand that, but I think for a lot of the
students, it does, it does get kind of annoying when you know, I don't ever say to
them, ‘Well, y'all have to wash your hair every day.’ I don't say things like that,
you know, um or make assumptions about things. Because just as many Black
people who wear extensions, there are White people that wear them, too. You
know, so I think I'm just more conscious of it whereas they may not be. Um, I
don't feel any pressure about it I just say, okay, ha-ha, very funny. Go on.
As evidenced in these excerpts related to hair texture, Kerri experienced exclusion from
both worlds, thus placing her in the middle. Additionally, the referenced microagressions
further heightened her awareness of otherness.
Participants, particularly the women, made a number of connections to Black hair
texture and identity. In addition to these, a number of the participants discussed the role
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of language and how it facilitated students’ experiences of living biculturally. Anna
shared a story related to this particular aspect, focusing specifically on dialect and
diction.
I went to Taco Bell the other day and I asked for a flour tortilla. And she was
looking at me like I was crazy. And she was like -- she thought I said ‘fiery.’ And
then I was like I was like, ‘no, flour’ and she looked at me, she was like, and then
I was trying to figure out what this disconnect was, and then I thought about it and
I was like, I want a soft taco. {Shared laughter} And she looks at me and was like,
‘Oh, okay.’ So, I was like, ‘I don't understand!’ I just call them flour tortillas.
And she was like, ‘Are you from [here]?’ And I was like, ‘Yeah. Been here all
my life!’ {laughter} And she was like, ‘Well that's good. People will never know
what you are and you sound really presentable’ and I was just...
Shea: Hum. What did she mean?
She meant I sound White.
Pronunciation and dialect that aligns more closely with ‘sounding White’ equates to a
socially acceptable presentation. The cashier’s admiration affirmed this proposition.
Later, the role of language and the premise of interacting with dominant and marginalized
groups resurfaced as she described the role that language played in being stuck in the
middle. She described this feeling as being based on expectations of both the Black and
White community. Anna reflected on her identity and made sense of her Blackness.
Guiltily, she characterized herself as a “bad Black person.”
I have to work to make sure that I'm not like, forgetting who I actually am. I
think that's something that definitely started to -- I was, I'm really like I was just
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really, like I tell people all the time, ‘I’m really a bad Black person.’ According,
according to stereotypes! Like I am an awful Black person. Just, based on what
like the rap thing, dressing, how I speak. I just don't, fit to what people assume to
be a Black person and it throws people off. Um, Black and White.
Given the role of stereotypes, participants identified levels or rankings of Blackness. A
disassociation of rap music and enunciation of words, in Anna’s case, led to her feelings
of inferiority in Black and White communities.
Similar to Anna, Ronald discussed the role of language and expectations in the
Black versus White community. Ronald’s explanation for adjusting his language
revolved around the need to use proper grammar as it related to professionalism. He
clarified when he stated,
Um, actually, it all depends on, I’m not acting White, I’m just, trying to be, you
know, I’m just using correct vocabulary, my vernacular is not White. Because a
lot of times in high school people would say, you talk White or you act White.
And I, I tell them like it’s not me acting White or anything. I’m just acting like a,
how a normal person should act. Like, it’s…it’s business. Some people would
say, well, when you do an interview you use like a business tone of voice, or a
White voice. And I’m like, this is business type voice. This is just my—this is
how you should handle business. You shouldn’t use the whole slang terms and it’s
a certain way you should carry yourself in certain situations. You don’t want to be
too business or too uptight in certain situations with like, you know, some of my
friends, I don’t want to be all business with them, and you will kinda tone down
from the words and what not. And some people would say, you’re changing, like
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you’re being two different people and I say I’m using the right, being the right
person, not the right person, but just knowing when to use certain things and when
to like turn off certain things.
Ronald’s explanation is akin to code-switching, a term used to describe individuals’
ability to make linguistic adjustments, particularly in academic environments (Anderson,
2005; Ogbu, 2004; White & Ali-Khan, 2013). As a result of living biculturally, he
adjusted without consciously realizing he was making these adjustments.
After his initial explanation, I asked for specific examples of how his language
changed based on the audience. Ronald then provided specific examples of how his
pronunciation of words and word usage changed when he was in the company of African
American peers. This light-hearted portion of our conversation was especially enjoyable
and included a significant amount of laughter for each of us. As we exchanged laughs and
I sought more understanding, we co-created an understanding of language and the role of
expectations. Instead of extracting Ronald’s siloed responses as I did in other sections of
the chapter, it was important to represent our conversation in transcript format. The
following is a selection from our exchange:
Shea: Alright, well, give me an example of a time when you’re with your friends,
how’s that different?
Ronald: Um when I’m with my friends, I’m more like chillax, more like ah chill,
kind of like, not talking about school, talking about like sports, talking about
video games, kind of like in chill mode, or like, let’s go play basketball, I’m not
really all uptight professional. I kind of like that different, I guess, mindset, just
kind of chillax, chilling. Hanging out with friends.
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Shea: How’s your language different? Because you talked about—
Ronald: Yeah, my language is different. I might use more like slang terms like, or
um…kind of like not professional, I guess kind of like, “mane,” or, “oh, yeah”, or,
“aiite,” or stuff like that.
Shea: So, “aiite,” instead of alright?
Ronald: Or um, what is another one that we kind of use?...Dang, it’s a lot of like
slangs that we use. I can’t really, I can’t think of all of them right now, but, yeah
“aiite,” is one of them, ah…“mane,” and stuff like, “junt” or we say like junt.
Shea: “Junt” instead of—
Ronald: Instead of using that term like um, “that junt was fy,” (pronounced fie)
like a drink, instead of like, “that Coke was-- that Coke was really good”.
{laughter}
Shea: Okay, wait, you gotta say that again.
Ronald: Okay, so like. That joint was fy. If it’s something good you say like, fy.
Shea: That junt was what?
Ronald: Was fy. Like if it’s something good, you say like, fy.
Shea: Fy? Like, how would you spell that?
Ronald: Like, f-y.
Shea: Oh! Okay.
Ronald: Or that Coke tasted really good, or that food tasted really good. Well, in
the slang terms, one of my friends was like, “mane, that junt was so good,” or,
“This junt was so fy,” or we’ll be like, “aiiite”. I’m trying to mix something else
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in, probably be funny to you. Um…bussin, if something’s really good, we’ll say
bussin, it was it was bussin.
Shea: Like, b-u-s-s-i-n?
Ronald: Yeah, b-u-s-s-i-n. And a lot of times we use instead of, i-n-g, we put, in.
Shea: So shorten the words-Ronald: Bussin or, yeah, shorten the words, kinda. That’s pretty much it, like you
know it’s kind of funny, but in the industry, I wouldn’t definitely not, you know,
do that.
Shea: So, when you use those slang words, what does your friend group look like
generally?
Ronald: We are all African American. You’ll prob—you’ll have some White
guys, I guess, they try to fit in. They try to start using that vernacular.
Shea: So when you’re with your White friends, are they in class?
Ronald: Yeah. I’ll use that the business. I wouldn’t definitely talk like that. And I
guess it is me acting differently, but I just feel like, it’s knowing when to use
certain—in a certain setting, you want to kind of be. I guess you just want to try to
fit in, I guess.
This exchange illustrated the imposed guidelines by dominant culture regarding
acceptable use of language, and although Ronald’s language was distinctly different with
his closest friends who are African American, he initially stated that he is more
comfortable using ‘proper grammar.’ He then contemplated and described his security
in both settings.
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Yeah, I mean, I feel like that’s kind of, I mean kind of how you should be, I
guess, um just using proper grammar, and I don’t know, I guess, I’m more
comfortable in that setting and I feel like I’m not just…but I don’t know, I feel
comfortable actually in both of them, when I’m like chilling with my be friends,
hangout with them using slang but then I also know when it’s time for business
side. I guess, so it’s more of like my business side conversations and then my
friends, I guess so.
Ronald’s comfort in both situations demonstrated his ability to live biculturally.
During this exchange, he made meaning and realized that he did adjust depending on the
audience, and he demonstrated his ability to exist in both worlds. Furthermore, his
rationale for the adjustments was undergirded with an overall sense of standards and
correctness. Finally, while many participants associated the vacillation with anxiety,
Ronald’s description was more akin to a fluid, comfortable, and chameleonic approach
that did not require much thought or effort.
As previously mentioned, within the theme, ‘stuck in the middle…’ I identified a
number of related topics including language, appearance, and overall expectations.
Additionally, Anna made a point worth noting. She continued by explaining that while
much of our conversation focused on college life, the desire to fit in and the feeling of
being in the middle are issues that had wrestled with all of her life. She expressed, “Like
you just, you don't fit in, in anywhere um because, generally, I don't, fit in with other
Black people very well.” When I asked her if she could recount a specific time where she
has felt this, she continued,
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Um, my whole life. I've always been the Oreo, you know like, I just don't really...
I listen to country. And I'm like, I'm sorry! I didn't notice that was a weird thing.
Um, this is my first year probably starting to listen to rap. And it's just because of
how I've grown up. And I sound like I do when I walk and talk in front of people
and they're like, are you from [here]? And I'm like, yeah.
In relationship to student involvement, Anna described her inability to fit into
homogenous circles. Given the racial uniformity of the Black student organizations and
sorority respectively, she explained her preference for racially diverse environments.
Um, I went to, a Black Student Alliance meeting one time…this past semester and
I was like, okay, these are not my people. Um, they are my people but it’s not
where I feel, most comfortable. And I feel the same way about Pan, like those are
not my people and it’s not where I'm most comfortable so there's a mix for me.
Like, I have to be somewhere in the middle.
Further emphasizing the position of feeling caught in the middle, she explained her
preference for diversity in intimate relationships. Interested in how this played out in her
sorority, I asked how wearing her Greek paraphernalia influenced her day-to-day
experiences. Her response further emphasized her desire to avoid the ramifications of
making a decision that was atypical of the Black campus community.
I don't wear letters. It's really hysterical because I was Director of PR, so I was
the person standing up in front of the room and saying, ‘wear your letters!’ But
don’t look like a heathen while you’re wearing your--I don't wear letters.
As mentioned previously, Anna’s story epitomizes the multiple layers accompany Black
student experiences in college. Although wearing letters on T-shirts and other garments
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is often synonymous with the experience of sorority and fraternity life, it brought with it
perceived judgment from the Black and White campus community. Anna’s decision not
to wear letters helped her to cope with the potential ramifications associated with her
membership in a historically and predominantly White sorority. In her words, avoiding
outward affiliation was important because,
I don't deal with people looking at me crazy. I, I don't wear letters. Um,
I…have… maybe…three pairs of Greek letters, like the fabric ones that are
stitched on. Um, and they have been in my closet for forever. Um, I think when I
first joined I was like, ‘Oh, yay’! Because you get your first pair of letters during
um Big/Little week, where you get your presents and whatnot from like your
mentor. Um, and so I got the paw print ones that everybody's required to get and
I was really excited. And I put them on and I got out to…maybe halfway between
Honors and College Hall and I felt just so uncomfortable. Um, and I think, I think
that you're supposed to be aware of them, and…it makes you represent your
chapter well. Like there's a certain level of awareness that definitely has to
happen when you're wearing letters. But I shouldn't wear letters and be like, oh,
my gosh. There's a spotlight on me for doing something different and um, not
being a stereotype. And I think that in and of itself you begin to feel like a
stereotype because you feel like people are looking at you like you're a token.
Like, I think, I just think there's a certain level of, well, I'm not what people
expect me to be but I'm also exactly what people expect me to be. Because you
say, like the stereotype for me should be that I'm in an NPHC sorority. But when
I put on my letters, I become a completely different stereotype, and then it’s like,
oh, well she's that token girl in that one chapter. Um, or its the stereotype of your
chapter as a whole. So you're just putting on another, um layer and I just didn't
want to deal with it so I don't wear letters. Um, if I do, I have on a button. Um,
like, I'll dress real nicely and I'll put on a button, because I'd rather do that than
have it be an advertisement.
Given the number of instances that Anna mentioned sorority life and the emotion
that it evoked, it was clear that her connection to Greek life played a very significant role
in causing her to feel caught in the middle. In addition, she discussed other aspects that
contributed to her anxiety. Here, she shared her parents’ thoughts about interracial dating
and sorority life. Feeling further alienated, it is clear that this relationship added yet
another layer to Anna’s identity negotiation.
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Um, my parents have bets. I don't know who is rooting for which side, but there
is a bet about the first guy I bring home. So… that's entertaining. Um, they—my
dad hates it, like…legitimately, if he could, return me and get me back with a
gene that says she likes Black guys now, he would be so much happier. Um,
because I wanted to go to Ole Miss at one point, because I came to school
thinking that I was gonna be pre-med and Ole Miss has a really great biology
department. Umm, he…his eyes got so big when I filled out my application. He
was like, ‘Oh my God! She has gone off the deep end. This child thinks she is
legitimately White and now she's trying to go to Ole Miss,’ like this school with
all these racial issues and I just don't understand. He was so…he was just
stupefied.
She continued discussing her parents’, particularly her father’s, disapproval and
apathy regarding her affinity for White social circles,
He was just like, I don't, I don’t understand where we went wrong. He was just so
upset with me. He blew up at one point. I don't remember what he said but it
was the first time that he ever just legitimately yelled at me. Um, and then, I went
PanHellenic he was just like, ‘At this point I don't even care anymore. Just do,
what you want to do because clearly, saying things to you is not going to make a
difference.’
A product of predominately White schooling and socialization naturally led to a
preference for circles that mirrored her K-12 experience. As a result, Anna was
dumfounded by her parent’s disdain for her choices in college and sorority affiliation.
The strained relationship between Anna and her parents added to feelings of exile and
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rejection. These thoughts plagued her interactions in student organizations, her sorority
and day-to-day interactions, thus influencing her overall idea of self and the world around
her.
As with Anna, Kerri responded to being “stuck in the middle” with avoidance.
Kerri explained this as engagement in diverse organizations or avoiding Greek affiliation
altogether. Specific to these issues, Kerri explained,
Um…honestly, this past year being an RA, I was always eating, like, in the dorm
with a bunch of random people. Um, but I'm usually somewhere in the middle,
honestly. Or I'll go up to one of the offices I'm involved in and eat there. I really
don't like, like I said, those environments. And so I really try to stay away from
them when I can. Where you can see definitely, that defined line, it still makes
me really, really uncomfortable. Um, I hate being in areas where it’s, like, all
White just like I hate being in areas where it’s all Black. And I think that's
another, that's part of why I've kind of stayed away from Greek Life as well,
because I know that they say that there's not like White sororities and Black
sororities, but you see it! I mean, it’s obvious that there are White sororities
{laughter} and Black sororities. And so I think that my personality, I don't really
know where I would fit in. Because, I don't want to be the token Black girl in a
White one, just like I don't want to be um…in an all-Black organization and feel
like I'm always around people who look just like me. Um, and so I think that's
why I've stayed away from Greek life and why I try to avoid situations like that in
general.
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Remarkably, although Kerri’s discomfort in having to choose between Pan and NPHC
was based on perception, her concerns mirrored Anna’s actual experiences within the
Greek community. The response to feelings of discomfort resulted in the overall evasion
of Greek life and careful selection of environments that were perceived to be racially
diverse and non-segregated. Both Kerri and Anna spoke more favorably to experiences
such as orientation, extended orientation, and mainstream registered student
organizations.
The third theme, “stuck in the middle…” focused primarily on the anxiety that
exists within students’ experiences of simultaneously meeting and challenging the
expectations of Black and White culture. While students did not readily acknowledge
adjustments based on audience, their experiences exhibit a number of subtle and overt
changes that accompany this premise. Instead, they often explained these as their desire
to be “correct” whether it was related to language, dress, dialect, and other aspects of
appearance. Given that students often described the campus environment in a
dichotomous Black versus White context, the forth and final theme, “it’s a good school,
but it’s segregated” further explores the racial divisions that exist on campus and in the
community.
“It’s a Good School, but it’s Segregated”: Division within the Campus Environment
The forth theme, “it’s a good school,” but it’s segregated illuminates students’
overall positive perceptions of the university. In describing their experiences in student
organizations, the extended orientation program, and additional engagement
opportunities, they generally responded favorably to their experience on campus. Many
described Mid-Southern as a home away from home where they were introduced to close
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friends, opportunities for leadership development and engagement in career
opportunities. In addition to their positive perceptions of the campus environment, they
contrastingly described it as a place where individuals, particularly Black and White
students, co-exist and only engage in meaningful dialogue when it is facilitated or, in
their words, ‘forced.” The following section begins with excerpts from participants’
accounts of favorable perceptions of the campus environment then segues to their
experiences of segregation within the university community.
As an out-state-student, Jrue described the “at home” experience that he felt when
visiting the campus for the first time a prospective student.
And they say that going to a campus, you're going to feel at home, and that's
so cliché to really believe something like that, but I came on campus and just
the environment and just, ah just the welcoming atmosphere that people
portrayed about themselves really drew me in.
Jrue continued by describing his prospective student experience as feeling wanted and
accepted. In particular, student recruiters were intrigued by the diversity that his Midwestern perspective provided. This initial impression convinced him to move a
significant distance from home and become engaged in co-curricular experiences.
The atmosphere, the people, you know, wanted you to be here. They wanted you
to ask questions like, ‘Why are you here?’ You know, ‘What brought you here?’
Things like that. They were really invested in getting to know who you were,
because they're around the same people all the time, the kind of people who will
go to their school that's closest to them. That is their mentality.
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Jrue found that his outsider status, in terms of where and how he grew up, made him
interesting to other students, and he appeared to enjoy their interest in him. This
contributed to his overall positive feelings about Middle Southern University.
Like Jrue, Clive’s experience was also positive. A native of the city in which
Mid-Southern is situated, Clive acknowledged preconceived ideas about the campus but
spoke favorably of the university’s various offerings and especially appreciated that he
could find a place at Mid-Southern regardless of his background.
I feel like it’s a good climate. I feel like there’s really no pressure, as far as like,
you’re going to the Mid-Southern you’re going to be swamped, like you know, a
lot of people say that it’s a Black school, a lot of ratchedness [here] and all that
kind of thing. But once you really get on the campus, it’s just diverse and I think
that’s a good thing to where everybody has a place whether you’re Black, White,
you know, from the Middle East, you have a place or you have freedom to create
a place if there’s not something for you. You can create a place that’s your own.
Clive especially enjoyed the autonomy to create a campus experience that was tailored to
his specific interests. It was this element of the campus that he appreciated most.
In addition to these participants, several described their overall experiences on
campus as positive but acknowledged the division among different racial groups. Kaet’s
initial reaction as it related to the overall feel of campus was that it was segregated on the
basis of race. Specifically, she experienced the division within common student spaces.
As she described that dynamic, she also mentioned the prevalence of Greek life and
division.
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I think it’s segregated. When you look around I guess when I’m coming from my
classes, you can tell that a lot of the Black students hang out in the Student Union.
And they’re more likely to be in the um, Atrium of the Union because that’s
where like the Greek organizations, that’s where they kinda sit and hang out. And
they kind of sit at the tables there so you don’t really see Whites there that often,
you don’t see Asians there that often. Unless you’re passin’ through, but you see a
lot of nursing students which is Black, White, Asians, whoever.
In particular, students focused on the segregation of the Greek community. They
explained the Interfraternity Council (IFC) and Pan as a collective White group that
intermingles and the Divine Nine, a nickname for the nine traditionally Black fraternities
and sororities who are also known as NPHC. They often attributed the feelings of campus
segregation to the Greek community.
Ronald, who was affiliated with an NPHC group, echoed this sentiment when he
described the positive atmosphere as one that facilitated involvement and academic
success. Additionally, he discussed the work that had been done to improve these
relationships among the Greek community.
Um, the university is very great school and what kind of drew me or drawn me to
Mid-Southern University is um the involvement. I really like how you had
different organizations offered to students that they can you know partake in and
it kind of helps you get through school being a part of campus. Um, but as far as
like being racially divided, um it’s very racially divided by fraternities and
sororities and the Greek life. A lot of the White fraternities and sororities kind of
stay to themselves, the PAN Hel and the IFC, they always really kind of stay to
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themselves and of course the D9, Divine Nine, kind of stays to themselves, and it
kind of creates separation on campus because you have more of the Black
students that come here are going to, you know be with the D9 and then some of
the IFC, PAN Hel, White students want to do that kind of stay to themselves and
you kind of have a dividing line. Um, but I feel like the Greek advisor, she’s done
a great job of having joint events.
In this passage, Ronald attributed his academic success to his involvement in general and
within the Greek community. Additionally, he spoke about the segregation among the
three Greek councils and the professional staff’s desire to unify the councils through
collaborative events.
Jrue acknowledged the division on campus, but unlike other participants, he
described the campus segregation as a dynamic that was limited to the Greek community.
I don't think there's ever been anything like that at the campus because even, if it
may look like we're you know, fine and dandy stuff like that, it's more so that
we're segregated in like the Greek community because outside the Greek
community, you don't see much of anybody, you know, intermingling with each
other. But, I feel like it’s kind of limited to that sector and that's a good thing.
Although Jrue preferred that segregation be eradicated altogether, he acknowledged its
confinement to the Greek community as a positive aspect. As Jrue continued, he reflected
on students’ abilities to conceal racism and felt that this was better than overt injustices.
You know and um, that means that people who are, people conceal it well. You
know, cause they are not gon’—they’re not going to talk about it. They're just
more so, just stay with what they're comfortable with. You know, and that doesn’t
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cause any problems, and you’re not, you may talk bad about Blacks and Blacks
may talk bad about Whites, but they say it amongst their circles.
Jrue discussed segregation within the realm of comfort and he explained that because
students feel safest with same-race relationships, dialogue about division was confined to
segregated circles.
Alexander’s experience focused less heavily on the role of Greek organizations.
Instead, he discussed the role of self-segregation among Black students.
It’s kind of just like just a vibe, and it’s just how even in Cougar Camp, where I
can just tell that the Black people are like, even if they’re like exec board or just
the counselors kinda just try to separate themselves, and try to be like, okay,
we’re Black we need to—no, everybody knows that we’re Black, but everybody
can already see that, you know, try to stand out and um I guess, in a negative way,
but not necessarily doing negative action, I guess that’s – you know what I mean?
Perplexed, Alexander continued by explaining that Black students tended to unite, and
although racism was commonplace, Black students should not engage in self-segregation.
I feel like that’s not how it is. That’s not how it should be. It’s more of a, okay I
mean I understand the divide. You know that, racism’s always going to be out
there, especially in the south. Um, but I feel like it should be more of a like, okay,
let’s try to come together, and we can all be great. It shouldn’t have to be, well,
I’m this certain color; let me be great on these terms. I think of it like that.
Alexander acknowledged the permanence of racism, but found segregation among Black
students to be limiting. He desired to see unity within the campus community so that
each student would have the ability to be successful in college and beyond.
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Clive also described the concept of segregation as “sticking together” and
grappled with the rationale of the separation on the basis of race specifically as it related
to historically marginalized students.
Yeah, I mean sometimes you always have those events where, you know
everybody’s invited. It’s not a Black event. It’s not a Hispanic event. It’s just an
event on campus. But then it’s always like, you know, the Black people kind of
huddle together. And the Hispanic people always kind of huddle together. And
it’s just one of those things, it’s like, there’s nothing wrong with it, but at the
same time, it’s like why, why do we do that? Why do we feel like we have to—I
mean it’s important, I mean, to you know stick together. But sticking together is
different from separating yourself and I feel like that happens a lot.
Clive valued same-race relationships but drew the distinction between gravitating toward
Black peers for the sake of community as opposed to separating oneself.
Along similar lines, Kerri described her discomfort with self-segregation on
campus. While acknowledging the relevance of shared experiences, she orally processed
ways to accomplish this while not separating from the dominant group.
Because I just, I don't know. I just don't like, the idea of separating ourselves and
everything. And so um even now that I see the relevance of The Talk, it still
makes me uncomfortable that, you know, we separate all the Black students from
Cougar Camp for that hour or however long that happens. Um, and I just, I
wonder if there's a different way that we could do it….um, but I know that for
now that's what's been working for years for them, um and so it’s probably going
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to keep like this for a while until someone thinks of something better. Um, but,
like I said, the idea of segregating ourselves makes me a little bit uncomfortable.
In seeking clarification, I asked in what ways she saw this play out on campus and she
continued,
Um, you can definitely see it, like especially like, um for instance, like the dining
stuff on campus. Like, you can go into the union and eat lunch, you see that all
the Black students are kind of congregated on one end of it and the White students
are on another. Um, I don't know if it's because um that’s just, kind of, who
you’re comfortable and so that's who you end up sitting with and it just kind of
happens like that. I don't think it's ever anyone saying, like, I don't want to sit by
Black people today.
Though Kerri affirmed the importance of same-race relationships, she wondered if the
university could provide alternate avenues to facilitate cross-racial interaction.
Additionally, she noted that self-segregation was not an intentional decision, but rather a
something that resulted out of comfort and routine.
Anna downplayed, on multiple occasions, her perspective due to her negative
experiences in Greek life. Here, although she saw the campus as segregated, she
minimized this because she viewed her perspective as skewed.
Because I definitely think in a way that I'm like, oh, things are segregated because
that's how my life is. Because I can definitely see the divide and so I look around
and I see that. And it’s not that I'm trying to see that but it’s what I'm used to
seeing. Um, so I think I see things sometimes that other people don't look at and
they’re like…well, that's kind of weird but I look at it and I'm like, oh. Or on the
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flip side people will see things and be like, oh, that's weird. And I'm like, that's
normal.
This excerpt illustrates Anna’s heightened awareness of segregation because as a
minority within a traditionally White sorority, she was generally positioned to see it more
often than her White peers.
Ashley described the campus as culturally diverse and appreciated the celebration
of different cultures. She explained that although the campus was comprised of various
differences, students rarely interacted across racial lines.
Um, I would say Mid-Southern is a very diverse campus concerning um, different
cultures of people. But when it comes to interaction I would say it is very
segregated. Well, what I mean is you don't see a lot of events that involve a
majority of White students or a majority of Black students, merging together and
I'm just of using those two because those are significant on campus. So you don't
see a lot like that, unless it's like with the Christian organizations or something
like that. Um, but other than that, it's kind of like they do their own thing and
other students do their own thing. You know I mean but they’re here they’re
present like they can mingle amongst each other, eat amongst each other, but far
as interaction there isn't a lot that you could see…
Ashley further emphasized that although the campus was one of the most racially diverse
campuses in the region, the students generally co-existed with limited opportunities to
interact across racial lines.
Many students addressed the topic of interracial dating and discussed their
openness in dating preferences. Given the overall disapproval that they gleaned from the
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campus community, many were hesitant to pursue cross-racial relationships. Alexander,
who dated interracially before moving to the south, shared his experiences and the
differences in perspectives in the south versus the Midwest.
I feel like, even though I was used to like dating White girls, you know, or just
socializing, socializing with White girls, and then coming down here, I still of
course, you know I’m cool with all (emphasized) races here, but just as far as the
dating stand point I know this sounds like, okay there’s way more people that I
can pull from, some that I would potentially date instead of just one race. But it’s
also kind of frowned upon. You know, that kind of deterred me away. I’m not
trying to have any problems.
Although Alexander indicated a preference for dating interracially, the cultural norms in
the south and fear of potential conflict discouraged him engaging in said romantic
relationships. Therefore, interracial dating added yet another layer to the segregation on
campus.
In addition to Greek letter organizations and interracial dating, participants often
mentioned their concerns with the segregation among student organizations. While
students could not readily recount examples where they had talked to peers about the
segregation based on student organizations, Kerri described a frustrating conversation
with a staff member at the university.
I had, it wasn't ever any students that I had conversations with about it like as far
as them disagreeing with me, but one of the {chuckle} administrators, actually
told me, one of the Black administrators, he came to me and he was like, um
asking what I was involved in, this was the end of my freshman year. And I told
him, I was like, I’m an orientation leader this coming summer and I'm in SAC and
all this and he said, well, where's your Black involvement? … and, he asked me,
‘Well, why are you not a part of BSA? Why are you not doing this? Why are you
not in the United Women’s Association,’ um which is the Black women

169

association or whatever. And I told him, I was like, I just wasn't interested in that,
you know, and so that was kind of like, it was like, all right. It was kind of weird
for me because I didn't think, of all people, like an administrator, who works in
works in multicultural affairs, would say something like that to me. And so
having the director of minority affairs say to me, where is your Black
involvement, I was like, okay, is this really about multicultural affairs? Or is this
is just, you pushing like a pro-Black agenda? I mean, I was really shocked just
like, when he first asked, I was very speechless. I was just like, um {chuckle} I
didn't know what to say because that's not something you would expect an adult
to say to you. Um, and like, I said I was just kind of dismissed it, and I said
‘Well, I just wasn’t interested in that kind of stuff.’ But later on, I was like, since
when is involvement in a college campus Black or White, you know? Um, why is
there a divide? And I just really kind of I guess, when you think of the Civil
Rights Movement and all of that being so long ago, but really it's not. You know
fifty years or so that this stuff was happening. But you think that you're past it.
And coming from Oak Station, a diverse [high] school and I thought I was past it,
and then coming to college and being involved in things like SAC and things like
that, you think you're past it and then you have a conversation like that. And it
was just…I don’t know, kind of mind blowing.
Kerri’s frustration regarding this encounter was multidimensional. In addition to
general concerns about student organizations that were labeled “Black,” she was
particularly perplexed by this administrator’s question about her the choices that she
made regarding involvement. From her perspective, involvement should not be Black or
White; furthermore, she felt that often times, it was the administration as opposed to the
students who perpetuated segregation on campus. This final quotation illustrates the yet
another aspect of the theme, it’s a great school, but it’s segregated.
Although participants identified the segregation on campus and often participated
in what could be perceived as self-segregation, many struggled with the concept and were
often frustrated by this aspect of the campus community. Additionally, the presence of
influential staff reinforced expectations and stereotypes regarding student involvement.
Each of the nine participants felt positively about university’s overall ability to
attract students representing a diverse cross-section. Furthermore, many spoke favorably
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about the campus, specifically as it related to the racial diversity as well as the variety in
campus organizations and academic disciplines. This created an optimistic outlook on the
campus climate overall. Conversely, many of the participants agreed that the campus is
racially polarized. Though this was most apparent in dining spaces on campus and select
student organizations, many of the participants suggested that the segregation within the
Greek community served as a catalyst for the division on campus.
The four themes, (a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race
and respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”: Detachment from
and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in the middle”: Navigating biculturalism;
and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”: Division within the campus
environment, illuminate the intricacies of racial identity in college. Table 3 summarizes
and provides a comparison of students’ stories in relation to the themes presented.
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Table 3
Participants’ Experiences in Relation to the Themes
Participant

Alexander

Kerri

Mark

Clive

Kaet

Anna

Ashley

Ronald

Jacob

Themes Represented
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; and (d) “It’s a
good school, but it’s segregated”: Division within the campus
environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in the
middle”: Navigating biculturalism; and (d) “It’s a good school, but
it’s segregated”: Division within the campus environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; and (d) “It’s a
good school, but it’s segregated”: Division within the campus
environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”:
Division within the campus environment
(b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”: Detachment from
and connection to racial identity; and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s
segregated”: Division within the campus environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in the
middle”: Navigating biculturalism; and (d) “It’s a good school, but
it’s segregated”: Division within the campus environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in the
middle”: Navigating biculturalism; and (d) “It’s a good school, but
it’s segregated”: Division within the campus environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (c) “Stuck in the middle”: Navigating biculturalism;
and (d) “It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”: Division within the
campus environment
(a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”:
Detachment from and connection to racial identity; and (c) “Stuck in
the middle”: Navigating biculturalism
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While the themes help to summarize and organize the data, the stories highlighted
in this chapter display the context and complexities associated with negotiating racial
identity. In Chapter 6, I will connect the themes to the macro theory, relevant literature,
and research questions. Additionally, I will offer recommendations for policies, practice,
and future research.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to critique campus ecological characteristics in relation
to Black student experiences of negotiating racial identity at a large metropolitan
university in the mid-south. The following research questions guided the research study
and connected the use of critical race theory, narrative inquiry, and the overarching
purpose of the study:
1. What are students’ perceptions of racial identity at a large metropolitan university
in the mid-south?
2. What are students’ perceptions of campus ecological characteristics?
3. How do students negotiate racial identity within these campus ecological
characteristics?
The answers to these questions were elicited by using narrative interviews of nine
students who identified as Black or African American, maintained a 2.75 grade point
average, were involved in at least one student organization, and participated in select new
student orientation programs. Chapters 4 and 5 presented students’ stories and as well as
my interpretation of the narratives. Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to
summarize the findings by connecting the conclusions to the macro and micro theories,
related literature, and the research questions. Additionally, the latter portion of the
chapter is devoted to practical recommendations and suggestions for future research.
The previous chapter revealed four themes that I identified as paramount to
understanding the nine participants’ experiences in negotiating racial identity in college.
The four themes, (a) “Being an African American, you have a lot to prove”: Race and
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respectability; (b) “It’s kinda weird when everything is Black”: Detachment from and
connection to racial identity; (c) “Stuck in the middle”: Navigating biculturalism; and (d)
“It’s a good school, but it’s segregated”: Division within the campus environment, will
be discussed in relation to the literature presented in Chapter 2, giving specific attention
to the macro and micro theories that guided the study.
The development of the four themes stem from a critical race theoretical lens that
sought to expose power imbalances as they relate to race. According to Yosso (2005),
“CRT addresses the social construct of race examining the ideology of racism” (p. 74).
This ideology is further scrutinized in this chapter by relating research and scholarship to
the findings in the study. In addition to the use of CRT, the four themes also connect
back to the micro theories discussed in Chapter 2, which included Cross’s (1971/1991)
model of Nigrescence and scholarship related to marginality and mattering (Gossett,
Cuyjet, & Cockriel, 1996; Schlossberg, 1989). Finally, as is often true within qualitative
research, a number of unexpected topics surfaced during the analysis phase of the project,
and as a result, I will review additional literature that was not originally a focus of the
literature review or theoretical lens. These include philosophies related to race and
respectability politics, the role of Greek life and campus ecology, and a brief discussion
of Black feminist theory’s interface with the experiences of the women in the study. The
following sections will discuss the themes and their connections to the previously
mentioned theories and literature.
Critical Race Theory
The concepts within CRT surfaced in each of the four themes that were
previously outlined, and before discussing these in relation to the theory, it is important to
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reiterate that these themes are not meant to provide an all-inclusive generalization of
participants’ experiences. Rather, these were the ideas that I identified as most salient as
they related to the research questions and theoretical lens. Furthermore, given the
connection to and overlaps of the issues related to the themes, the linkages to theory are
based on the conglomeration of the themes as opposed to describing them independently.
Participants’ experiences reveal and affirm the concepts within CRT and are discussed in
the paragraphs that follow.
As explicated in chapter 2, CRT is a theoretical perspective that seeks to address
power differences related to race and oppressive systems within society. While CRT’s
progression can be attributed to a number of scholars, the synthesis of Ladson-Billings’
(1998, 2003, 2005), Solórzano and Yosso’s (2001b) and Du Bois’ (1903) work provided
focus and grounded the execution of the research process due to their connections to K12 and post-secondary education. While the basic tenets discussed in Chapter 2 are
relevant to the findings in the study, the following are particularly important in
connecting the data back to CRT and will be discussed in detail. These include the
White/Black binary, microagressions, double consciousness and biculturalism, race and
respectability, and cultural capital. These were evident in participants’ individual stories
and the overarching themes that were discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.
The White/Black Binary
Although Ladson-Billings’s (1998, 2003, 2005) work supported original tenets of
CRT, she focused primarily on White privilege in educational settings by critiquing
teaching pedagogy and curricula that reinforced oppression and White supremacy.
Additionally, she focused on the White/Black binary, which was a dichotomous

176

relationship where she argued that individuals set Black identity benchmarks and
expectations based on White ideals (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Affirming this, participants
in the study often described their experience as a Black student in relationship to the
experience of White students and dominant culture. As it related dress, speech patterns
and even the choices in types of student organizations and co-curricular experiences,
students seemed to make meaning based on the overall paradigm of White versus Black
with White ideals as their prevailing preference. These echo Ladson-Billings and Tate’s
(1995) focus on the White/Black binary where dominant expectations are idealized,
shaping what is expected overall. In listening and interpreting their stories, students often
held dominant values and expectations on a pedestal while desiring to distance
themselves from Black ideals or in Kerri’s words, “pro-Black agendas.” Furthermore,
they described their need to adapt to these norms as a way to escape and advance in
society. Although the concept of racial identity was far from clear-cut, participants
tended to reduce their experiences to Black and White. Another example of this was
participants’ equation of so-called White behaviors to ‘good’ and Black to ‘bad.’
Ronald described his speech pattern for job interviews by stressing the importance
of speaking in a way that was socially acceptable, and what was socially acceptable
tended to be what was acknowledged as such in dominant White culture. Participants
rationalized these decisions as helping them to get ahead in society, needing to assimilate
to majority expectations in the workforce, and distancing themselves from negative
stereotypes and characterizations. Participants also used this thought process when
describing their use of the terms Black versus African American. During this aspect of
the conversation, students unanimously agreed that the words African American sounded
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less abrasive and more “professional.” These terms, which are social constructions,
illustrate Ladson-Billings (1998, 2003) argument, in that the students chose the term that
they considered more palatable and more accepted by dominant ideology.
In addition to language, participants also determined their style of dress based on
dominant expectations. Particularly in “The Talk” and subsequent collegiate experiences,
students either self-corrected or were apprised of the unspoken rules of dressing
“appropriately.” Both the peer instruction and the rules themselves speak to this tenet of
CRT. In the case of Cougar Camp, commanding students to curb use of profanity, “pull
their pants up,” avoid wearing hair rollers to class as well as other directives, reinforced
the stereotype that these behaviors would exist and are therefore not acceptable.
Furthermore, the notion of having these rules, which are indicative of dominant, Western
ideas, reinforce the notion that Black norms are inferior (Patton, 2014).
The White/Black binary also influenced participants’ demeanor and interpersonal
relationships. Even in the instances of passionately sharing an idea or proactively facing a
conflict, Kerri and Anna had to address issues with care so as not to be categorized as a
“mad Black woman.” This was also the case with Ashley when she discussed softening
her approach to her scholarship advisor. Each of these women changed their behavior so
as to not enact what they perceived to be stereotypical behavior. The dominant
understandings of what it meant to be a Black woman dictated how they acted, talked,
and interacted with others.
The dynamic of privileging Whiteness over Blackness also surfaced in the form of
superficial compliments. Ronald, Anna, and Jrue described being treated positively based
on their diction, academic achievements, and levels of student involvement. In these
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cases, their assimilation to norms and divergence from what was stereotypically expected
gained them access into prestigious organizations and circles on the college campus.
While on the surface, this seems positive and complimentary, these behaviors also
connect back to the idea that when Black students disconnected from negative,
generalized behaviors, they gained power and acceptance within the dominant
community (Yosso, 2005). Although seemingly positive, these subtle forms of flattery
can also be seen as oppressive. This leads to the next section, which focuses on the role
of microagressions in the study and beyond.
Microagressions
Solórzano and Yosso (2009) extended CRT into higher education with their work
related to microagressions as well as higher education policy and practices that covertly
perpetuate marginalization. Racial microagressions are subtle, yet visceral, actions or
behaviors regarding historically oppressed groups (Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, &
Wills, 1978) and have been most commonly theorized as they relate to African American
experiences. Following the work of Sue et al. (2007) microagressions generally surface
in one of three areas, which include microassaults, microinsults, and/or
microinvalidations. Microassaults refer to the use of racial slurs and other racial
disparagements, microinsults are defined as efforts to undermine aspects of Black identity
such as culture and tradition, and microinvalidations signify attempts to weaken
credibility on the basis of race (Sue et al., 2007).
In this study, narrative inquiry was used as an avenue to understand individuals’
experiences navigating the cultural ecology of the university as racial minorities. The
interviews revealed a number of instances of microagressions as experienced by the
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participants. According to the literature and findings, African Americans recount feeling
invisible, that their credentials are questioned, and frequently feel pigeonholed into
projects that are related to minority issues (Cross, 1991, Ladson-Billings, 1998; Pierce et
al., 1978; Pittman, 2012; Sue et al., 2007). This type of interpersonal oppression is
important in understanding the context of the climate that many Black students encounter
in higher education. Through exploring narratives of African American faculty, Pittman
(2012) found that it is commonplace that these individuals experience each of the
microagressions previously discussed and argued for policies that would positively shape
campus climate. This included advocating for safe spaces for both Black faculty and
students. His findings mirror those of students in the study; therefore, these implications
are relevant in conceptualizing more inclusive spaces for students.
Ronald’s experience during move-in offers a classic example of a microagression
when he, an honors student, was mistaken for a basketball player. Kerri’s White peers
offensively quipped regarding “Jheri curl juice” and offered another example of a
microagression in regard to hair texture. When Ashley articulated her concern about
being unfairly treated in her scholarship program, her advisor shifted the blame toward
her although she had every reason to believe that she was discriminated against on the
basis of race. Anna’s sorority sister questioned her Blackness based on her language and
music preferences. Finally, Jacob, who had just finished an intramural sporting event,
was followed in a store because of how he was dressed. These anecdotes and countless
other examples illustrate the role of microagressions in perpetuating of racial inferiority.
Students’ experiences in academia also revealed the effects of microagressions in
co-curricular experiences. Students, particularly those serving in high-profile student
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organizations such as orientation leaders and university ambassadors, indicated an
assumption of a quota system for their admission to these organizations. Students in both
groups explained the internal and external assumptions that their race placed them in
certain positions as opposed to their qualifications. Similar to Solórzano et al.’s (2000)
work on microagressions in academic admissions policies that exercise strict quota
systems, this illustrates the hidden yet ubiquitous nature of racism in the campus climate.
This was particularly illuminated in Kerri’s example related to “Jheri curl juice” and
Ronald’s reference to being mistaken for an athlete.
These subtle and overt insults are microagressions that secure and reinforce the
power dynamics of the dominant groups. Participant’s stories were filled with
stereotyping and labeling, which are often deeply seeded thoughts about subordinate
groups that often led to these microagressions (Pittman, 2012, Solórzano & Yosso, 2000;
Sue et al., 2007). Balancing the often conflicting expectations of dominant White culture
versus Black culture placed students in a position of experiencing positions of inclusivity
and exclusivity (Ladson-Billings, 1998). In his theoretical assessment of this dynamic Du
Bois (1903) coined the term double consciousness.
Double Consciousness and Biculturalism
Du Bois's (1903) specific contribution to this study was the concept of double
consciousness, which refers to the anxiety triggered by societal expectations that mandate
existence in dominant and subordinate culture. Participants’ stories reveal the prevalence
of this pressure to meet dual expectations. While one theme focused on living in “two
worlds” specifically, this concept is woven throughout each of the themes. Whether it
was participants’ desires to distance themselves from negative stereotypes while being

181

accepted within the Black community, discomfort with homogenous Black environments
while simultaneously finding comfort, or the shared experiences and struggles that
accompany relationships with other Black students, it was clear that these daily decisions
precipitated specific kinds of discomfort that do not exist within dominant populations.
Additionally, their descriptions of the campus as two different worlds, decisions
made based on existing within two cultures, and dilemmas related to contributing to or
resisting segregation, further support Du Bois’s premise. Students repeatedly talked about
their desire to be autonomous while belonging to a larger community. This proclivity
often equated to their desire to disconnect from the disparaging labels associated with
being Black. For these participants, they longed to “just be people” without having the
varied expectations that come from the Black and White communities respectively.
It is evident that double consciousness greatly affected how students negotiated
racial identity even down to how they articulated their stories. At any given moment, they
fluctuated from confident to insecure regarding their positions on Blackness and identity.
Additionally, while it seemed that they made such adjustments seamlessly in every day
life, it was clear that they strove to make meaning in the moment, with the complexities
that accompany racial identity. Regarding expectations and behavior modifications,
participants’ verbalized reflection often made them more of aware of these adjustments
and they consequently, sometimes apologetically, explained the rationale behind these
decisions. Among these rationalizations included their desire to move forward in society
and eradicate stereotypes. In contrast, they often sensed the role that these adjustments
played in Black identity divergence. This perpetual back-and-forth dynamic created a
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significant level of anxiety that added complexity to how they conceptualized identity
and navigated the college experience.
The impositions of environmental expectations such as language, student
engagement, family relationships, friendships, staff relationships and even career pursuits
played a part in overall desires to be accepted. This complemented the premise of
double-consciousness, and enabled individuals to see and understand positions of
inclusivity and exclusivity (Diemer, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 2003).

This was most often

evidenced in stories about language where participants discussed talking and/or acting
Black and talking and/or acting White.
These expectations are interwoven and connected to a meta-narrative within
dominant culture and African American culture, (what participants often referred to as
socially acceptable). Language, behaviors, and emotions all seemed to be internalized,
causing participants to overcompensate by switching between these expectations in order
to be accepted within African American and dominant White culture. Tatum (1997)
noted that these stereotypes and underlying expectations create internalized oppression of
the stereotyped group. In a sense, in order to cope with both in-group and out-group
expectations, participants exist biculturally and negotiate identity based on the audience.
Rust, Jackson, Ponterrotto, and Blumberg (2011) supported this concept in their
commentary regarding minorities’ abilities to meet the expectations related to unspoken
rules within dominant and subordinate cultures. Further, in some ways, biculturalism has
been seen by some as a way to suppress the anxieties that accompany doubleconsciousness (Carter, 2006; LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1995; Torres et al.,
2003). This means that in an effort to cope with the anxiety that sometimes accompanies
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living in both cultures, individuals learn to adjust speech patterns and behaviors based on
the audience so that they avoid “choosing” sides altogether.
The analysis of participant’s stories and subsequent themes revealed information
detailing how they experience racial identity development as college students. Some of
these experiences included student involvement, interactions with peers, interactions with
family, upbringing, and new student orientation programs. A major way that this identity
was negotiated was through language. The data revealed a power imbalance as it related
to language. Speaking ‘White’ was privileged within the meta-narrative; however,
speaking ‘Black’ was privileged in the Black community. Still, the topic of language is
complex because in some instances, the “proper” way to speak was also privileged in the
Black community. This is yet another example of the ambivalent dynamic that is a
hallmark of double consciousness and seemed to be something that was central to the
participants’ struggle with “dual citizenship.”
Bicultural theory is an offshoot of double consciousness and explains the dilemma
of acting as a cultural chameleon. Differing slightly from Du Bois’s work, it represents
an individual’s ability to make necessary adjustments in each community while
maintaining positive feelings regarding Black and dominant identities. Duncan and
McCoy (2007) stated that biculturalism “attempts to explain the range of conscious and
unconscious responses that can be found a long a continuum that exists conceptually
speaking, between primary and dominant cultural forms” (p. 43). Within the themes, the
ability to exist biculturally presented itself as a survival technique and one that was
required to earn respect. Scholarship related to this aspect of identity is described in the
literature as respectability politics.
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Race and Respectability
Higginbotham (1993) coined the term respectability politics as an umbrella
expression for the efforts of marginalized groups, particularly African Americans, to
divorce themselves from negative characterizations of the Black community. While the
discussion of the study has hinted at participants’ responses to negative treatment on
campus and in society, this section operationalizes this aspect of racial identity
development and the role that respectability plays in ignoring or devaluing
accomplishments and contributions offered by the Black community. What began as an
empowerment campaign has become a concept that has further silenced and marginalized
the Black race (Duncan & McCoy, 2007; Harris, 2014; Johnson, 2013; and Patton, 2014).
Indeed, “correcting the ‘bad’ traits of the Black poor has now evolved into one of the
hallmarks of Black politics in the age of Obama, a governing philosophy that centers on
managing the behavior of Black people left behind in a society touted as being full of
opportunity” (Harris, 2014, p, 33).
Given participants’ overwhelming desire to prove themselves on campus, it is
important to look at the role that this phenomenon plays in their experiences. Duncan
and McCoy (2007) and others (Cooper, 2010; Hill Collins, 2004; Johnson, 2013; Scott,
1997; Yosso, 2005) cautioned CRT scholars to examine how respectability acts as a
façade for healthy identity development in that it potentially quiets the role of Black
identity and encourages an alignment to White, middle-class ideals. According to these
scholars, respectability serves as a metric for “appropriate behavior through the
regulation of gender and sexual norms and the public expression of personal politics”
(Duncan & McCoy, 2007, p. 36).
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Of all of the themes presented in the study, this unexpected phenomenon emerged
as the common denominator in each of the themes. Students spoke candidly about
experiences where they felt disrespected in student organizations, interactions with
faculty, group projects, and university-sponsored programs. Above all, they longed to be
relevant and respected. Problematically, this desire for respect often equated to silencing
their preferences and aligning with dominant ideals. Students described this as “breaking
the cycle,” “getting out,” and “beating the odds” and referenced the behaviors that would
allow them to do this, which included wearing pants at their waists, speaking “correctly”
and other self-regulatory behaviors tied to demeanor and outward appearance. As Harris
(2014) suggested, “the politics of respectability has been portrayed as an emancipatory
strategy to the neglect of discussions about structural forces that hinder the mobility of
the Black poor and working class” (p. 34). In particular, this was shown by participants’
overemphasis on self-improvement as opposed to an analysis of systemic issues and
inequality. Participants seemed unaware and uncritical of how their enactment of
respectability politics led to the ultimate devaluation of the characteristics of their
communities. This is understandable given the messages and “lessons” they received at
Cougar Camp.
Respectability also played a strong role in female participants’ experiences.
Respectability politics was illustrated by their desire to tone down their personalities and
interpersonal interactions. Additionally, each emphasized the importance of normalized
terms such as being “professional,” “classy,” “peaceable” and “presentable.” In addition
to these, they felt that in order to be worthy of attention and respect, they needed to
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maintain a strength and resiliency that is often personified and propagated in the Black
community (Cooper, 2010).
Hill (2002) noted the contradictions that exist in discussing strength and
respectability as it relates to Black feminism. Concurring with this premise, Johnson
(2013) explained the oxymoronic nature of a desire to be strong and dependent while
acquiescing to dominant expectations when she said, “both discourses silence and
devalue Black women’s gender-based experiences and maintain normative value systems
that assess Black women against dominant femininity standards and intraracial
expectations for femininity” (p. 891).
While Black feminist theory was not used as a lens to view the data, I identified
this as a thematic undertone in these particular stories. Patricia Hill Collins (2003)
argued that race, gender, and class could be separated. Indeed, female participants often
affirmed this premise as they simultaneously described gender when sharing experiences
related to racial identity. In addition to these women’s experiences, presentation of self,
as discussed previously, was a strong theme in each participant’s experience. In addition
to imposing expectations that are often incongruent with many of participants’ innate
values, this concept also incites pressure to be spokespersons for their race (Johnson,
2013). To conclude, according to Scott (1997), respectability encourages individuals,
regardless of their political and social ideology, to accept the notion that Black culture
has little value and should be actively disavowed in order to be successful. This
hegemonic paradigm can lead to disparaging discourse and is further discussed in the
following section.

187

Cultural Capital
As mentioned throughout the study, deficit discourse undermines the experiences
and values of marginalized groups in society. Therefore, Yosso’s (2005) framework on
cultural capital will be used to actively work against these deficit understandings of Black
student experiences. According to Yosso, “CRT is a framework that can be used to
theorize, examine and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly
impact on social structures, practices and discourse” (p. 70). Hence, CRT can be used to
balance the notions of internal faultfinding that are often distorted based on metanarrative
messaging (Guiffida & Douthit, 2010; Solozano & Yosso, 2001b; Syed, 2010; Yosso,
2005). As has been previously discussed, participants articulated differences between
Black culture and White culture, emphasizing their need to assimilate to dominant White
culture. This culture, as defined by Yosso (2005), is described “symbolically through
language and can encompass identities around immigration status, gender, phenotype,
sexuality and region as well as race and ethnicity” (p. 76).
The title of Yosso’s (2005) frequently referenced piece, Whose Culture has
Capital? Asks an important question and uses CRT as a lens for alternative
understandings of cultural capital. Cultural capital, as traditionally presented, presupposes
a specific set of competencies that fortify dominant positions in society yet leave little
room for marginalized groups and unconventional forms of cultural capital (Franklin,
2002; Yosso, 2005). As was discussed with respectability politics, normative
expectations are based on White middle class culture; therefore, “cultural capital is not
just inherited or possessed by the middle class, but rather it refers to an accumulation of
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specific forms of knowledges, skills and abilities that are valued by privileged groups in
society” (Yosso, 2005, p. 76).
What is often understated, as Yosso (2005) exposed, is the value that comes from
the lived experiences of historically marginalized groups. Yosso’s (2005) work builds on
Oliver and Shapiro’s (1995) framework that uses aspirational, linguistic, familial, social,
navigational, and resistant capital to offer an alternative look at cultural capital.
Participants’ unwavering persistence honed from a sometimes-hostile campus
environment gives them aspirational capital, which Yosso (2005) described as “the
ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived
barriers” (p. 77).
The next aspect of community cultural wealth that was displayed by the
participants was linguistic capital, or the skills gained from exposure to multiple
languages or vernaculars. Participants’ discussions and descriptions of language often
resembled bilingual skills that shifted depending on the audience and context. In
participants’ accounts and enmeshed in the literature, this skill spanned beyond the mere
use of words. As a result, the experiences that these students brought enhanced their
abilities to interact, understand, and appreciate various styles of language. Additionally,
Yosso (2005) affirmed that people of color bring with them a sophisticated narrative
delivery, including the ability to engage in storytelling. Indeed, the participant interview
data reflected Yosso’s assertion.
Next, familial capital refers to the community cultural capital that is gained from
close family relationships. Students often linked their college experience and ideological
structures to family relationships. These family relationships often reflected biological
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relatives including parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins.
Additionally, they often referred to friends as family. This emphasizes the hallmarks of
Oliver and Shapiro’s (1995) idea of familial capital. Often times, people of color acquire
this type of capital as a result of close family ties and their “understanding of kinship” (p.
79). This then heightens their ability to maintain interpersonal relationships (Yosso,
2005).
Familial capital leads to the next form of community cultural wealth, which is
social capital. Often referring to one’s network of influence, in this context, it refers to
connections that provide a source of support, whether emotional or tangible. While they
relied on intrinsic motivation, participants also referred to community leaders,
upperclassmen peers, and staff mentors who provided the support needed to navigate the
campus environment. This social capital gained from student organizations, orientation
programs, scholarship programs, and others helped students to continue to persist in
college. In particular, The Talk, is an excellent example of social capital acquisition that
helped students in retrospect as they navigated through issues of discrimination and
institutional racism.
Each student in the study maintained academic achievement while traversing a
campus that was not always welcoming or particularly attentive to her or his needs. Still,
they demonstrated navigational capital, the penultimate aspect of community cultural
wealth. This then, “acknowledges individual agency within institutional constrains, but it
also connects to social networks that facilitate community navigation through places and
spaces” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80) including institutions of higher education. Participants’
navigational capital resulted in involvement in student organizations, internships, and
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community service, which are all associated with enhancing retention and graduation
rates.
The final aspect of Oliver and Shapiro’s (1995) model is resistant capital. Ashley
demonstrated this by confronting professors and advisors and asserting herself as strong
and intelligent. She challenged professors, in particular, to consider the structure
associated with benchmarks for academic success. Kerri recounted this when interacting
with a racially discriminatory history professor. While not always affirmed, this
resistance is particularly valuable in reinforcing positive feelings about Black identity. As
Yosso (2005) noted, “These young women are learning to be oppositional with their
bodies, minds and spirits in the face of race, gender and class inequality” (p. 81). Kerri
and Ashley’s assertions proved key to their resilience and overall success in the collegiate
experience. Each of these aspects of community cultural wealth can accentuate the
contributions that these students make to the collegiate experience and beyond.
This section has discussed the role of CRT in exposing race and racism by
outlining the various tenets and facets of this theoretical lens including the White/Black
binary, microagressions, double consciousness and biculturalism, race and respectability,
and cultural capital. This macro-level perspective allows for commentary regarding the
findings in the data and challenges systems of oppression and racism. From a more
specific perspective, micro theories help to understand different phenomena in the data,
in a discipline-specific manner. The following section discusses that data’s interface with
Cross’s model of Nigrescence as well as literature related to marginality and mattering,
campus ecology, and student engagement, particularly as it relates to Greek-letter
organizations.
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Cross’s Model of Nigrescence
Cross (1971/1991) developed the most utilized theory in understanding Black
identity development. His stage model helps to explain the developmental progression
related to African American identity development, which include pre-encounter,
encounter, immersion/emersion, internalization, internalization-commitment. During the
pre-encounter stage, individuals place little emphasis on Black identity and in some cases
work to distance themselves from Black identity completely. They often downplay the
role of race and racism in society. Cross (1971/1991) argued that the encounter stage was
generally precipitated by an overt or covert experience of racism. This experience then
propels individuals into the immersion/emersion stage where they become more aware of
racism, power, and privilege and often more combative of dominant White culture. Out
of this immersion, individuals emerge with a positive outlook on Black identity while
appreciating other identities. Leading to internalization, individuals become more
confident and trusting of White peers. Finally, internalization-commitment is marked by
the individual’s commitment to advocating for all Othered individuals.
While each stage in Cross’s model of Nigrescence was not evident in the study,
participants’ overt desires to work against stereotypes by immersing themselves in
student organizations aided in their ability to transition to the university setting, but it
appeared to come at the cost of abandoning organizations that were primarily African
American. Reminiscent of the pre-encounter stage, students’ worldviews were shaped by
dominant White culture and race did not surface in primary descriptions of self-identity.
While race appeared non-salient at times, many of the participants described their
most intimate circles as Black or African American. Additionally, several participants,
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including Ashley, Kaet, Jacob, Ronald described their co-curricular involvement as being
primarily with the African American student organizations. This supports Cross’s
immersion/emersion stage where individuals are engulfed in African American ideals and
leave that stage with a greater positive outlook on Black identity as well as a greater
appreciation of all marginalized people.
In addition to these connections to Cross’s scholarship, the themes expose
tensions and contradictions in the data. On the one hand, participants indicated their
racial pride but also struggled with the concept of immersion into the culture. This was
particularly common among the theme, “it’s kinda weird when everything is Black…”
and could be attributed to participant’s limited interactions with peers, their desire to be
on equal footing, or the perception that all students are the same. This point was also
illustrated when participants discussed being involved in student organizations. When
describing some co-curricular experiences, participants stated that race was rarely
discussed and when they recounted opportunities for dialogue, they described it as
“forced.” On a related note, they equated the absence of overt racism as a positive aspect
of campus life, but simultaneously felt that African American student needs were
sometimes overlooked.
Students’ in-group experiences, although limited, echoed the research on samerace interactions (Carter, 2007; Cross, 1971, 1991; Daniel-Tatum, 1997; Harper &
Nichols, 2008; Smith et al., 2007). While students often chose to immerse themselves in
student organizations that were not predominantly African American, they recounted the
ability to be able to talk about race openly when around other African American peers.
This same freedom was not revealed in their descriptions of the predominantly White
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organizations. In fact, quite contrarily, when engaged in what are considered mainstream
organizations, participants were either silenced regarding their experiences or they
gravitated to other Black students within the group. The absence of discussions of race
both in the classroom and in these organizations gives credence to critiques of
colorblindness (Patton et al., 2007). As Cross (1971/1991) stated, by ignoring the subject,
it ignores the identity of the individuals who are already marginalized. Additionally, it
ignores the importance of privilege and power dynamics.
Marginality and Mattering
The participants’ stories gave voice to the complexities regarding racial identity
development and affirms research related to the topic. An undertone of these excerpts
included participants’ desires to be comfortable and to be accepted in the dominant
campus culture. Reaffirming this point, Schlossberg et al. (1989) and Strange and
Banning (2001) asserted that students who feel marginalized have a difficult time
transitioning to the university setting. While the themes illuminate and expose issues of
racial hegemony, another common thread in the data was the engagement in the campus
community. Particularly as it related to the extended orientation program, participants
discussed the role of Black upperclassmen in their initial perceptions of campus.
Through organic conversations and more structured programming such as The Talk,
participants attributed their academic persistence to the role of these same-race
interactions (whether consciously or unconsciously) and the Cougar Camp experience.
Indeed, pioneers in student engagement scholarship and neophyte researchers agree and
have documented the correlation between student engagement and student success (Astin
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1993; Flowers, 2004, Pascerella, 1996; Schlossberg et al., 1989; Tinto, 1986; Yearwood
& Jones, 2012).
Same-race Relationships
Upperclassmen mentors of the same race played a significant role in helping
students feel connected to the university. Furthermore, their ability to connect with these
students based on perceived similarities proved integral to their persistence in college.
Carter (2007) affirmed the benefits that come from same-race relationships. Among the
advantages, these relationships eased the transition into a predominantly White
environment, supported academic success, and assisted in helping students feel positively
about their racial identity and sense of Blackness (Carter, 2007; Daniel-Tatum, 1997;
Cross, 1991, Solórzano et al., 2000; Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998). These relationships
often led to affiliation within the Greek community.
Greek Life
The role of Greek life was an unexpected theme that was prominent in all of the
participants’ experiences regardless of their decision to affiliate with these organizations.
In discussing their experiences of negotiating identity, students often referenced Greek
community as a significant aspect in shaping the campus climate of the university.
Additionally, they almost always noted the role that it played in campus segregation.
Historically, sorority and fraternity life has attributed to countless hours of service,
commitment to philanthropy, and a gateway to leadership and personal development
opportunities (Harper, 2008; Harper & Harris, 2006; Kimbrough, 2003; Patton et al.,
2011). As related to the African American community, Black Greek letter organizations
(BGLO), have contributed positively to Black identity by enhancing leadership skills,
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commitment to service in the community, and philanthropy (Hughley, 2006; Kimbrough,
2003; Patton et al., 2011). Additionally, these organizations have created avenues for
acceptance and belonging, particularly at predominately White institutions (PWI).
Greek-affiliated participants echoed these sentiments and often credited BGLOs for
fostering closer connections with peers, access to campus engagement, and aiding in their
overall transition to campus. Indeed, involvement in these organizations positively
correlated to student persistence and graduation (Astin, 1993; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt,
& Associates, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Patton et al., 2007).
While these positive outcomes of BGLOs are abundant in the literature (Harper,
2008; Harper & Harris, 2006; Kimbrough, 2003; Patton, Flowers, & Bridges, 2011), the
power and dominance associated with Greek-letter organizations as a whole are also
responsible for a color line in fraternity and sorority life as well as the global campus
community (Hughey, 2006). Whether affiliated with the Greek community or not, each
participant discussed the role of Greek Life in relation to racism and race relations on
campus. This unexpected pattern in the data reveals that Greek life, particularly at
universities in the south, serves as a microcosm for segregation and polarization on
campus. Arguably, this divided community facilitates and perhaps perpetuates
marginalization and oppression. Hughey (2007) expanded this assertion when he
explained,
While there has been significant strides in racial ‘progress’ that are manifested in
contemporary US jurisprudence that prohibits de jure membership bias and
exclusion based upon race, US college fraternities and sororities simultaneously
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enact a harsh de facto racial separation that prevails through custom and
preference. (p. 56)
These preferences surfaced when just last year, The University of Alabama
received national attention due to its then segregated sororities and the denial of two
African American women on the basis of race. These women, both of whom had stellar
high school grades, impressive resumes, and access to social capital, desired to integrate a
system that remained closed to minorities (Grasgreen, 2013). While the university’s
president and board of trustees advocated and subsequently drafted a policy requiring
each of the 16 traditionally White sororities to integrate, this past fall the university once
again faced negative publicity when a sorority woman sent a message from the smart
phone application Snap Chat rejoicing in the fact that “Chi O got no n*ggas” (Kingkade,
2014).
It is important to note that one of the features of Snap Chat is that users of the
application can send a photograph from their phones to another to another user’s phone
and the image allegedly “disappears” after 10 seconds. However, a “glitch” in technology
allowed a racist photo to be shared and exposed the racist ideologies that exist among
some of the members of Alabama’s top tier sorority. Although the culprit was promptly
removed from the sorority and 21 Black women were successful in integrating other
sororities, this instance speaks to the overt and covert racism that still exists within these
systems (Crain & Ford, 2013).
Unfortunately, The University of Alabama is not an outlier as it relates to race
relations in the Greek community, and a number of institutions, particularly in the
southeastern region, have faced similar incidents (Crain & Ford, 2013; Hughley, 2007;
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Kingkade, 2014). On the other hand, institutions such as Mid-Southern have been
successful in integrating a number of organizations within their three Greek councils.
Even still, these institutions struggle with less tangible issues as they relate to the Greek
color line. For individuals such as Anna who affiliated with a traditionally White sorority,
they often experience criticism and alienation from the Black community while feeling
that they are not bona fide members within these organizations (Hughey, 2007;
Thompson, 2000). This was certainly Anna’s experience and this provides rationale for
some of the participants’ decisions to refrain from affiliation altogether.
Given the role of the Greek community on college campuses, their continued
segregation has the potential to perpetuate segregation or help to create a campus
environment that is more welcoming. Reaffirming this sentiment, Hughey (2007)
advised, “If indeed Greek organizations act as a dominating influence, the possibility
exists that at their best, cross-racial Greek memberships, as individual and organizational
instances of racial boundary-breaking, promote intimacy, increased racial tolerance,
integration, understanding, and social change” (p. 56). At their worst, they perpetuate
tokenism and superficial forms of multiculturalism (Hughley, 2007).
Greek organizations are rooted largely in tradition, legacy, and racial
homogeneity. This is not to suggest that these groups should disband, but attention
should be called to the role that these organizations play in the creation of negative
campus climates. As Hill Collins (2003) asserted, at this individual level, interracial
friendship groups are crucial to fighting racism and oppression. As outlined in the CRT
discussion and micro theoretical sections, students’ stories relating to negotiating racial
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identity at a large research university in the mid-south support the claims of this
scholarship.
Research Questions Revisited
In addition to discussing conclusions from the employed theoretical perspectives,
it is important to directly address the original research questions, which were, a) What are
students’ perceptions of racial identity at a large metropolitan university in the midsouth?; b) What are students’ perceptions of campus ecological characteristics?; and c)
How do students negotiate racial identity within these campus ecological characteristics?
Using the data represented in Chapters 4 and 5, this section provides a response to each
of these questions.
The first research question was what are students’ perceptions of racial identity at
a large metropolitan university in the mid-south? As evidenced in the stories in Chapter
4, each participant’s counternarrative is unique and their perceptions of identity are
equally as varied in their thick, rich and thought provoking deliveries. With regard to this
research question, the role of stereotypes and overall negative metanarrative positioned
individuals to feel that they needed to prove worthiness within the campus community
and beyond. Repeatedly, students spoke about the pressure associated with being Black.
These stereotypes, laden with labels and expectations, dictated conscious and
unconscious decisions to present themselves in a manner counter to these pejorative
understandings of Blackness. Given the role of stereotypes of the Black community and
participants’ proactive attempts to distance themselves from them, it seems safe to assert
that participants perceived Black identity negatively.
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The second research question was what are students’ perceptions of campus
ecological characteristics on campus? The purpose of this research question was to
understand the role that the campus environment in racial identity development. Although
several themes help to answer this question indirectly, the theme, it’s a great school but it
is segregated… answers this question primarily. Strange and Banning (2001) organized
these topics into four areas, physical environments, aggregate environments,
organizational environments, and constructed perceptions which indicate brick and
mortar buildings and design, people and human resources, organizational structures and
missions, and perceptions. They noted the importance of congruence in the university
and students’ values respectively.
While students indicated positive feelings when I asked to describe the campus
culture, especially in terms of racial diversity, career opportunities, co-curricular
experiences including study abroad programs, volunteer opportunities, philanthropic
organizations and student organizations at-large, they made it clear that they thought the
campus was racially polarized. In most cases, students described this negative campus
climate as two different communities. While they rarely narrated overt incidents of
racism, they discussed campus segregation as an overall problem on campus that needed
to be addressed.
The two communities were generally referred to as Black and White and did not
generally take into account other racial communities that make up the campus
enrollment. The most visible division took place in the student union, particularly in the
dining halls. Another space where this was visible was at the entrance of the student
center that was generally populated by African American males. Finally, students
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frequently discussed the role of the multicultural affairs office and Black student
organizations as a safe-space where they felt understood. CRT scholars note that these
counter-spaces offer supportive environments for students to foster learning and develop
support networks among students and staff (Harper, 2012; Solórzano et al., 2000;
Solórzano & Villalpano, 1998; Tatum, 1997).
When asked directly about support, students noted that they did not feel a strong
sense of support on campus from faculty and staff. In particular, on multiple occasions,
students noted that our conversation was the most they had talked about their unique
experience. They also emphasized their desire to be able to engage in these discussions
more frequently. Furthermore, they noted that the African American staff with whom
they found the most support had either left the university or were on the verge of
retirement. Because of this lack of support, students generally spoke of self-reliance or
connections off campus such as spiritual leaders or family members.
The third question was how do students negotiate racial identity within these
campus ecological characteristics? As addressed primarily in the section related to biculturalism and double-consciousness, students negotiated racial identity by making
adjustments with regard to language, speech patterns, dress, and overall presentation.
Placing the onus of assimilation on themselves, they negotiated negative
characterizations through involvement, academic achievement, and career preparation.
Students’ stories revealed a heightened awareness of stereotypes, and their choice to
make conscious decisions to avoid, eradicate and distance themselves from negative
generalizations.
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These negotiations were not always easy and sometimes left students feeling
caught in the middle. When making choices to assimilate to dominant culture, they often
felt that they were not being “true to themselves” or their communities but also felt the
need to break cycles of negative stereotypes. While some students made the deliberate
and sometimes unintentional decision to socialize exclusively with Black peers, others
avoided having to make choices altogether. This then resulted in heighted isolation,
deflated self-esteem, and increased anxiety. This negotiation further emphasizes the role
that the master binary plays in identity development (Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2003, 2005;
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). In addition to varied transitions that take place during
college, these students dealt with quite the conundrum--the added layer of dual
citizenship in two worlds while being treated as second-class citizens. Understanding
this level of complexity as it relates to Black identity is key to understanding their
experience in college.
Implications
Harper et al. (2009) stated that, “In acknowledging the validity of these lived
experiences among persons of color, CRT scholars can place racism in a realistic context
and actively work to eliminate it” (p. 391). As such, the conclusions and
recommendations use the themes of this study moving them toward action-oriented
progress. The students’ stories are important in exposing transferable themes about the
effects of racism on college campuses. The study revealed microagressions that
contribute to an overall negative campus climate. As a result of these, students
experienced alienation, self-doubt, and anxiety that complicated their collegiate progress
in terms of academic, co-curricular, and interpersonal experiences.
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Given the various models, theories, and frameworks devoted to college student
development in general and identity development in particular, avenues of application
become particularly important. A first step in facilitating African American student
development is building a firm understanding of the previously outlined theoretical
frameworks, which include both general and race-based models. These equip
professionals with a comprehensive theoretical orientation needed to challenge and
support students in meaningful ways. While no model is all-encompassing, together they
provide a roadmap for professionals to gauge developmental benchmarks. Pope et al.
(2004) affirm, student affairs professionals “still need to know how to respond to the real
emotional and personal needs and concerns of students” (p. 77). In addition to being able
to anticipate certain behaviors related to racial identity, theory helps to explain and
provide rationale for programmatic and policy choices.
Often misunderstood by the mainstream, African American students and other
minority groups need the latitude to participate in cultural activities that affirm their
respective developmental stages. In college, this is often fostered through African
American-focused student organizations and National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC)
affiliated Greek organizations (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010; McClure, 2006; Tinto, 1993).
Pope et al. (2004) stated, “Scholars increasingly believe that if theory and practice do not
incorporate cultural differences, the important worldviews, values, and realities of many
individuals are minimized, ignored, or viewed as irrelevant” (p. 81). These organizations
enhance connection to campus, strengthen leadership skills, and contribute to positive
feelings about Black identity.
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Student affairs practitioners who are conversant in the literature can guide
students toward experiences that facilitate racial identity progression. For example, a
practitioner who is working with a marginalized student who understands the
complexities of race can be a conduit for mentorship, seek out other Black faculty and
staff who are interested in mentoring, and direct the student to organizations and
programming opportunities that affirm Black identity. Each of these have proven to
positively correlate with retention (Carter, 2007; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005).
These are tangible ways that the theory and research found in this study and beyond can
be synthesized for practical application.
In addition to supporting students in co-curricular engagement, helping skills such
as empathy and openness, particularly as they relate to those who are perceived as
culturally different, are valuable in fostering a positive campus racial climate (Pope et al.,
2004; Rust, Jackson, Ponterotto, & Blumberg, 2011). A simple gesture of maintaining an
“open door policy,” attendance at cultural events, or facilitation of intentional dialogue
fosters safety, acceptance, and the development of relationships. Finally, a global
understanding of student development helps practitioners in developing meaningful
programs such as lectures, mentoring programs, study abroad experiences and diversity
trainings that facilitate growth during the collegiate experience (Evans et al., 2010;
Howard-Hamilton et al., 2011). Exhibiting the competencies of awareness, knowledge,
and skills help student affairs practitioners avoid missteps and that could ultimately
detract from student development. A number of multicultural competence models can be
used to assess multicultural competence (Cobham & Parker, 2007; Roper, 2011; Watt et
al., 2004). Of these, Pope et al.’s (2004) framework is particularly useful as it measures
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knowledge, awareness, and skills and helps practitioners in identifying deficiencies and
strengths as a form of professional development.
As previously outlined, identity development theories have many uses in the
student affairs profession, which assist in both forecasting and understanding the student
experience and aid programming. As with any theoretical model, practitioners should
proceed with caution, because each student brings individual nuances (such as those
highlighted in this study) to the college experience that are often generalized. In addition,
because of limited research, practitioners should avoid using the previously discussed
models as a prescription for the Black student experience. Instead, she or he should work
to use these frameworks to assist in building relationships with students, which will
ultimately help in facilitating their development in college and beyond.
In addition to a general understanding of the role of theory translated to practice,
the themes in the study heighten awareness of the complexities associated with the Black
student experience. Particularly relating to retention and graduation, understanding the
themes presented provide context in moving policies, practices, and programs toward a
campus environment that is more inclusive. Specifically, understanding the coping
mechanisms associated with double consciousness can aid in eliminating oppressive
campus environments. The following recommendations help to propel college campuses
toward that end.
Recommendations
While the following is not intended to be exhaustive, it provides specific
strategies for improving campus climate and challenging racial binaries in higher
education and beyond. Before an institution should adopt any new policies or practices,
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administrators should evaluate existing mission statements and strategic goals to ensure
that these statements move beyond merely increasing diversity toward a campus that
fosters inclusion and equity.
Given the transferable nature of the themes developed from the findings, the first
recommendation is to require campuses to retool training efforts for faculty and staff
specifically as they relate to multicultural competence training. The data in this study
illuminates the disconnection between student needs and faculty and staff’s contributions
to their feelings of inferiority. Rather than approaching service to this particular
demographic from a deficit standpoint, this recommendation advocates for a divergence
from traditional diversity training by offering a comprehensive look at fostering
inclusion. Pope et al. (2004) encouraged this by approaching multicultural competence
training from a global standpoint. Therefore, this comprehensive training would infuse
inclusion into the areas of administrative management, theory and translation, helping
and interpersonal, ethical and legal, teaching and training, assessment and evaluation, and
multicultural awareness, knowledge and skills providing a comprehensive framework in
each work function.
Often times, it is difficult to foster faculty/staff buy-in from such programs;
therefore, adding this to the promotion and tenure and annual performance evaluation
processes could demonstrate the university’s commitment to this issue as well as provide
a tangible metric for moving toward inclusion on the campuses.
The second recommendation is for more campuses to take part in national campus
climate surveys that provide specific quantifiable goals for benchmarking. Currently the
EBI campus climate survey is the only multi-campus assessment and its applicability for
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benchmarking is unclear given the limited annual participation in the instrument
(Hurtado, Griffin, Arellano, & Cuellar, 2007). This comprehensive questionnaire
measures students’ perceptions of the campus climate and benchmarks these perceptions
with peer and aspirational institutions. As more institutions take part in the study, its use
will become more influential in allowing institutions to juxtapose their ratings with other
institutions engaged in the survey. As a final note, for the EBI climate survey or other
surveys of this magnitude, institutions should publish the results widely whether the
results are favorable or not, as either scenario provides an avenue for heightened
awareness and meaningful dialogue.
The third recommendation relates to the role of the chief diversity officer (CDO).
Ideally, CDOs foster education to the entire campus community and act as a liaison as
well as an accountability partner to various departments by providing tangible goals and
objectives as they relate to cultivating a positive campus climate. While a number of
campuses currently employ positions of this nature, those in this role tend to be mired in
human resource policies and paperwork specifically related to Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC). While EEOC guidelines are imperative to Affirmative
Action and other efforts to increase diversity in the workforce, refocusing this position
could provide an executive position whose primary focus involves advocating for
improvements in the campus racial climate (Wilson, 2013).
Although not a particularly innovative recommendation, the forth suggestion
involves developing strategies to aggressively recruit minority faculty and staff. Given
the continued underrepresentation of staff and faculty of color at predominantly White
institutions (PWI), it is imperative that institutions revisit hiring and recruiting practices.
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Repeatedly, students indicated the importance of Black faculty and staff and their limited
encounters with such individuals on campus. This missing demographic on college
campuses creates a void in the African American student experience and is perhaps a
tangible way for students to feel more positively about racial identity and to have mentors
who can relate to shared experiences.
The fifth recommendation is to re-evaluate the role of Cougar Camp on racial
identity development and race relations. Based on participants’ stories about The Talk,
the experience elicited mixed emotions, particularly as it related to whether or not it
should continue. While students’ initial reactions were often negative, they found the
conversation to be valuable in helping them to navigate institutional racism once they
arrived on campus. Given the concerns with separating Black campers for an
individualized talk and the benefits that accompany discussing racism openly, I
recommend that the program and programs of this nature look at ways that race could be
discussed with all Cougar Camp participants.

Modifications in the program could

include a comprehensive training related to multicultural competence during Cougar
Camp counselor training. Additionally, given the potentially controversial topics that can
occur during discussions around race, the program should be facilitated by a staff person
who is equipped to facilitate meaningful dialogue with participants.
The sixth recommendation is to create a comprehensive social justice certificate
program for students. Similar to leadership certificate programs often housed within
divisions of student affairs, the program could provide various levels of training for
undergraduate students on issues of inclusion and diversity. At the initial level, the
training could provide basic information on diversity gradually becoming more complex,
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incorporating theoretical and practical application to subjects such as inclusion, power,
and privilege. Given the relationship of Greek life to racial polarization, I recommend
focusing on this community, in particular, during the initial implementations of the
program. In addition to the intangible gains, practitioners should assess the program, and
potentially connect its successes to overall retention and positive perceptions related to
the campus climate.
Finally, given the often-siloed nature of functional areas within student affairs and
beyond, the seventh recommendation is to create a Center for Leadership and Social
Change in order to foster collaboration among student leadership, student activities,
service learning, and multicultural affairs departments. Some institutions such as Florida
State University have adopted models that encompass leadership and social justice, thus
fostering a campus climate that advocates for social change and inclusion among the
campus’s most involved students (Florida State University, Center for Leadership and
Social Change). If properly executed, this could result in reversing some of the issues
that were discussed regarding Greek life and campus polarization.
As with any study, this research led to recommendations for subsequent studies.
Given the role of Greek life in racial identity development, it is recommended that more
research be done regarding its relationship to broader issues related to race and space.
This powerful community and its relationship to campus ecology is also an area that is
largely under-theorized. Also, given Anna’s experience as a Black woman in a
traditionally White sorority, an appropriate follow-up study would be to examine
experiences of marginalized women in predominately White organizations using Black
feminist theory. Related to campus climate, residence life often plays an important role
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in student’s overall experience on campus; therefore, more research should be done to
explicate the role of residence life on racial identity development.
Additionally, although not a focus of this study, participants mentioned social
media and its reinforcement of stereotypes and oppression. Therefore, studying the
relationship of social media and identity could produce additional knowledge as we seek
to better understand students’ lived experiences. Finally, often times it is difficult to make
meaning of an experience in “the moment.” Particularly as it relates to racial identity
development, it would be interesting to study the concept of racial identity negotiation,
using parameters adapted from this study, with graduate students or new student affairs
professionals looking at racial identity during their undergraduate experiences
retrospectively.
Limitations
As with any research study, there are a number of limitations that should be
addressed. First, given this study’s focus on race, it does not consider the role that other
identities such as gender, sexuality, class, religion play in students’ college experiences.
As Hill Collins (2003) noted, “These judgments by category must be replaced with fully
human relationships that transcend the legitimate differences created by race, class, and
gender as categories of analysis” (p. 333). In the focusing on race exclusively, this study
illuminates an incomplete interpretation of participants’ lived experiences.
Secondly, given the depth and breadth associated with the topic of race and
racism, it is possible that the study could have been more targeted regarding specific
demographics within the Black student population. While understanding the stories of
involved students who are thriving academically is important, the study may have
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generated additional knowledge by focusing on specific subsets of students such as first
generation students, adult students, commuter students, scholarship students, student
athletes, orientation leaders, resident advisors, and/or members of Black Greek-letter
organizations.
Thirdly, since I viewed the data based on my background, experiences, and
subjectivities, the results are limited to my worldview and theoretical framework. These
biases influenced the questions that I asked, what I chose to unpack, and assumptions that
I made during the interview processes. Additionally, my subjectivities guided the
analysis process including coding, theme development, and interpretation. Given my
lens, another researcher could have viewed the same data and arrived at different
conclusions. Although this was discussed in detail in Chapter 3, it is important to
reemphasize in this concluding chapter.
Conclusion
Through narrative inquiry, this study sought to critique the campus ecological
characteristics in relation to Black student experiences at a large metropolitan university
in the mid-south and aimed to provide action-oriented recommendations to improve
campus racial climates of institutions of higher education. Participants’ stories and
themes reveal that universities must continue to advocate for equality, inclusion, and
justice while facilitating a safe space for continued storytelling. Furthermore, Yosso
(2005) concluded,
…when the ideology of racism is examined and racist injuries are named, victims
of racism can often find their voice. Those injured by racism and other forms of
oppression discover that they are not alone and moreover are part of the legacy of
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resistance to racism and the layers of racialized oppression. They become
empowered participants, hearing their own stories and the stories of others,
listening to how the arguments against them are framed and learning to make the
arguments to defend themselves. (p. 75)
These stories not only provide transferable data for policy makers, administrators,
faculty, and staff, but also help to shape students’ ideas about identity, race, and racism.
Ultimately, it is the hope that this and subsequent research will challenge university
constituents to examine systemic issues that exclude and oppress and seek out
opportunities to foster more environments that make Black students and all marginalized
populations feel accepted and valued on campus.
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Appendix B
Sample Solicitation Email
Dear Colleague,
I am in the initial stages of completing my dissertation for a doctoral degree in
educational research. My research study deals with racial identity development in
college, and as a result, I am soliciting your assistance in identifying undergraduate
students who may be interested in participating. The students involved in the study would
be asked to participate in interview lasting up to three (3) hours. With their participation
in this study, I hope to learn about their experience in college and how that relates to
student success.
Because of the study’s emphasis on African American identity development, I am
looking for students to participate in the study who fit within the following criteria:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fall within the traditional college student age range of 18 to 24;
Full-time student (enrolled in 12 hours or more) with a 2.75 grade point average or
higher;
Have earned 60 or more credit hours;
A native student (meaning that they did not transfer from another institution of higher
education);
Identity as Black or African American;
Attended freshmen orientation and Cougar Camp (4-day extended orientation
program);
Member of a registered student organization

If you are aware of students who meet these criteria, please provide me with their names
and contact information. Should you have any questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Shea Kidd Houze at
601.466.0999 or skhouze@memphis.edu, or my faculty advisor, Alison Happel at 901678-2897 or aahappel@memphis.edu. If you have any questions related to this research,
contact Beverly Jacobik, Administrator for the Institutional Review Board for the
Protection of Human Subjects via e‐mail at irb@memphis.edu or by phone at 901‐678‐
2705.
Sincerely,

Shea Kidd Houze
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Appendix C
Initial Email to Participant
Dear Student,
I have an exciting opportunity that I would like to share with you! You are invited to
participate in a study that seeks to understand student experiences of racial identity in
college. Having been identified by your involvement with one or more departments on
campus, you are being asked to participate in this important study. If you agree, your
participation in the study would involve an interview lasting up to three (3) hours. With
your participation in this study, I hope to learn about your experience in college and how
that relates to student success. Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated!
Your participation is completely voluntary and there is no penalty if you decide not to
participate.
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please feel
free to ask any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions,
suggestions, concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator,
Shea Kidd Houze at 601.466.0999 or skhouze@memphis.edu, or my faculty advisor,
Alison Happel at 901-678-2897 or aahappel@memphis.edu. If you have any questions
about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact Beverly Jacobik, Administrator
for the Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects via e‐mail at
irb@memphis.edu or by phone at 901‐678‐2705.
Sincerely,

Shea Kidd Houze
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Appendix D
Consent Form
I agree to take part in a research project titled “Shades of Black: A Critique of
Campus Ecology as it Relates to African American Identity Development,” which is
being conducted in partial fulfillment of the doctoral degree in Educational Research
under the direction of Shea Kidd Houze and Dr. Alison Happel in the Department of
Counseling, Educational Psychology, and Research. My participation is voluntary; I can
refuse to participate or stop taking part at any time without giving any reason, and
without penalty. I can ask to have information related to me returned to me, removed
from the research records, or destroyed.
I am aware that the purpose of this study is to understand the campus ecological
climate in relation to experiences of Blackness at a large metropolitan university in the
mid-south. I will not directly benefit from this research. If I volunteer to take part in this
study, I will be asked to sit for one (1) interview lasting up to three hours. I agree to
participate in follow-up interviews if needed. No discomforts or stresses are expected
during this interview. There are no more than minimal risks to participation in the study.
If my reflection on experiences leads to any type of emotional upset, the researcher is
prepared to give me contact information for community and/or university mental health
services.
I give permission for my collected stories/observations to be used by Shea Kidd
Houze for publishable purposes as long as my name is kept confidential. The only people
who will know that I am the research subject is the doctoral student and faculty advisor.
Information provided by me will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with my
permission or as required by law. Additionally, all electronic files will be password
protected for increased security. An exception to confidentiality involves information
revealed concerning suicide, homicide, or child abuse which must be reported as required
by law or if the researcher is required to provide information by a judge. Individually
identifying information, such as my name, will not be published in connection with this
study. All results and all tape recordings from this study will be disguised by a fake
name and this name will be used on all of the research records. All recordings and
transcriptions will be secured in a locked filing cabinet. Audio /video recordings will be
destroyed by the following year.
The researcher will answer any further questions about the research, now or
during the course of the project, and can be reached by telephone at 601.466.0999 or by
e-mail at skhouze@memphis.edu. My signature below indicates that the researcher has
answered all of questions to my satisfaction, that I understand the procedures described
above, and that I consent to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this
form.
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Shea Kidd Houze________ ____________________
Name of Researcher
Signature

__________
Date

______________________
Phone
______________________
Email
______________________
Name of Participant

____________________
Signature

__________
Date

For questions about subjects' rights, contact Beverly Jacobik, Administrator for the
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects via e‐mail at
irb@memphis.edu or by phone at 901‐678‐2705.
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Appendix E
Interview Guide
Purpose:
The purpose of the study is to understand the campus ecological characteristics in relation
to Black student experiences of negotiating racial identity at a large metropolitan
university in the mid-south.

Research Question 1: What are students’ perceptions of campus ecological
characteristics?
LQ1A: Tell me about your perceptions of the University of Memphis’s campus climate.
A. What is it about the University of Memphis’s environment that makes you feel
connected?
B. What are some of your most visited locations on campus?
C. Tell me about any time you may have felt a connection between your race and
how someone treated you.
D. What relationship have these experiences had on your undergraduate experience?
Research Question 2: How do students experience racial identity at a large metropolitan
university in the mid-south?
LQ2A: Tell me how you identify in terms of your race.
A. Tell me a little more about what that means to you.
B. What has helped to shape this preference of one over the other (i.e. Black over
African American or vice versa)?
LQ2B: Tell me about some of the defining moments in college as it relates to your racial
identity development.
A. What has contributed to your racial identity development while in college?
B. What specific activities have reinforced or detracted from how you feel about
your race?
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Appendix E
Interview Guide (Continued)
C. What role did new student orientation play in developing your racial identity?
D. What role did Cougar Camp play in what it means to be Black* in college?
E. Tell me about any experiences of racism that you have encountered.
Research Question 3: How do students negotiate racial identity within the campus
ecological characteristics?
LQ3A: Tell me about a time when you found yourself changing who you were to fit a
cultural norm.
A. How do you define the cultural norms?
B. From your perspective, what or who imposes these norms?
C.
D. Tell me about a time that you felt you weren’t Black* enough or were too Black*.
E. What role do registered student organizations (RSOs) play in determining the
activities you “should” be involved in?
*The terms “Black,” “Blackness,” and “African American” will be used depending on the
participant’s use of the words.
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Appendix F
Sample of Coding/Categorization Process
Jrue
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Appendix F
Sample of Coding/Categorization Process (Step II)
Ashley

Campus
Characteristics
Academics
Professors
Staff
Coursework
Advisor
Segregation
Standards/Expectations

Labels
“Stereotypes”
Combating Stereotypes
Appearance
Clothing
“Acting White”
“Acting Black”
Blackness
Whiteness
Behaviors
Right V. Wrong
Discipline
Rules
Training
“Home training”
Faith
Church
“Trust in God”
“Something greater”
Purpose
Autonomy
Independence
Resisting labels
“Finding your place”
Coping
Conflict
Motivation
Self-improvement

Adjustments
“Beat that odd”
Same-race relationship
Involvement
Community
Scholarship Program
BSA
Internship
Intramural
“Word Up”
Acceptance
Fitting in
Inferiority
Belonging
Black student
organization
Relationships
Family (genetic)
Family (friends)
Friends
Interracial friendship
Spiritual Leaders
Staff
Class
Family
Neighborhood
Emotion
Fear
Discomfort
Resistance
Shame
Black Community
Language
Neighborhood
“Struggle”
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Getting out
Pre-College
High School
Middle School
Sports
Alternative School
Orientation
Cougar Camp
The Talk
Meeting new people
Fear
Less segregation
Segregated (The Talk)
Appearance
Language
Dress
Hair
Interaction with “boys”
Demeanor

Appendix G
Member Check Correspondence
Dear [Participant],
Thank you again for participating in the study! After reading your fully transcribed
interview and analyzing the data, I have attached the themes that I identified. In the
attachment, you will notice the themes in bold type font and your quotations below each
corresponding theme.
Please take a moment to read the document and let me know if you have any feedback
regarding the themes or your quotations. This will help to ensure that I did not
misinterpret or misrepresent your data. It also provides an opportunity for you to clarify
any points that you feel are important to emphasize.
Please provide any feedback by using Microsoft Word track changes by [one week from
date of correspondence]. I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Shea Kidd Houze
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